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Chapter One




Ethan was as close to death as he had ever been.

He and Kasumi froze as one of the death bots they were carefully maneuvering their way around abruptly halted and turned his way. They waited as it seemed to scrutinize them, both covering it with their rifles. They’d packed armor-piercing rounds for this trip, but he knew that if they were discovered here and now, they’d die.

The bots would rip them limb from limb while pumping them full of bullets.

The red light of the bot’s eyes seemed malignant, hateful even. Suddenly, it turned away and resumed doing whatever it had been doing. Ethan slowly exhaled, his body relaxing just the slightest. He looked at Kasumi.

Even her poker face was starting to slip. She had a faint sheen of sweat on her forehead. She nodded her head gently to her left, and he nodded. They resumed their journey.

When Donovan had come to him with a new mission, Ethan had been dubious from the start. Mostly because the expression in the man’s eyes had immediately given away the fact that it was going to be extremely high risk.

Take out a death bot factory.

More of them had been showing up in the two weeks that had passed since they had saved the bastion and come back from that extremely bizarre place. That alone would’ve been a problem, but one that they could handle. But that wasn’t the only issue arising.

The creatures that had been getting smarter and coming in closer and closer to the bastion were now smarter and closer than ever.

But that was a future problem. For the moment, he knew he needed all his focus.

And all his luck.

If the old tech that was standing between him and death didn’t keep doing what it was supposed to do, well….

At least it would be a fast death.

He and Kasumi reached a junction where two corridors connected and slipped smoothly into it. There, they took a moment to catch their breath. She took a look around, back the way they’d come, and down both of the other corridors that slanted away from them, leading deeper into the complex. Then she settled her gaze on him.

She asked him with hand motions if he was still doing well. He responded affirmatively and that he was ready to keep going. She smiled, just for an instant, then turned towards the rightmost passageway and set off down it.

Things were different between them now, and in a great way.

It had taken some time, mostly because they were all so damn busy lately, but Kasumi had finally moved into their house. She’d brought surprisingly little, and when he’d asked her about it, she’d said she’d donated most of her stuff to people in the Pit and was viewing this as a kind of fresh start. And things were definitely different.

Kasumi was a reserved woman, but with him now, she was more open. She smiled more, she laughed more, and she relaxed more. That was something he had really noticed. Kasumi always seemed tense, ready to strike or to tackle some difficult problem, no matter where she was or what she was doing. It was nice to see her relax.

It was also admittedly very nice to have her in his house and in his bed so often. Or, rather, to climb into her bed, as that was where she preferred to get intimate with him.

And hopefully they would be able to do that again tonight.

He followed her carefully down the empty hallway, the smell of oil and rust and rot surrounding them. It was accompanied by the sounds of machinery and death bots banging around. Ethan kept feeling the urge to look behind him but kept telling himself there was no need and he should focus on the front.

If a death bot was coming his way, he’d know it. They weren’t exactly subtle.

They reached the end of the hallway and stopped. Kasumi took a long, cautious look around the next room and then signaled for him to wait. He resisted the urge to sigh. They had already been crawling around this place for what felt like hours.

He thought back to the briefing, trying to comfort himself and to remind himself that they had a plan and knew what they were doing.

Death bots, which had a much more mundane name when they were invented, came from mostly automated factories built before the surface turned to ash, and a few after. They were supposed to be protectors at best, soldiers at worst. The reality of the situation ended up being that the factories just kept on rolling and pushing out killer robots, and those killer robots, without proper programming, tended to wander around and kill.

It had taken some doing, but Donovan and the Governor had finally tracked down where the local bots were coming from. After that, they’d done a little scouting. From there, they’d brainstormed on how to deal with it.

None of the options had been good.

The initial thought had been to just bomb the place or maybe cause a cave-in, but two primary things kept them from doing that. The first was that there were a lot of resources that could be salvaged from this factory. The second was that there was the very real possibility that they would be able to initiate a kill-command that would not only allow them to take the factory, but would also shut down every bot that had come from it and was still going.

Given that was the most desirable option, (especially since they were still painfully, worryingly low on certain resources), they then turned their attention to the very obvious question of: how do we do this without dying?

Because taking a death bot factory was a brutal, savage thing, even under the best circumstances. Donovan had initially been drafting a plan to essentially storm the place with every single Crawler backed up by a dozen security personnel.

That was when Kasumi had offered her own idea.

She’d come across references to devices that were supposed to make you invisible to the bots. According to her, it sent out a continuous command for a thousand-foot radius that forced every bot to essentially ignore the wearer. Theoretically, they should even be able to walk right up to a bot and slap it across its cold metallic face and be fine.

No one was willing to test that, though.

Kasumi had apparently been looking for one of these for a long time now and had been in touch with a tech expert in another bastion who knew how to make them. She’d been piecing one together for a few months now, as apparently, they were difficult to construct. She’d been keeping the information back mostly because she didn’t want to get everyone’s hopes up.

Donovan had been dubious, but had ultimately given her some very rare, valuable resources from the tech vault to allow her to finish making two of them. And that was all she could make, just the two of them. Given the choice between this and an all-out assault that would almost certainly result in heavy casualties, the captain had reluctantly gone with Kasumi’s plan.

It was a hell of a gamble, but they all trusted her and Ethan to make it happen.

Though Ethan, and Kiva when she heard the plan, had insisted on testing them out at least once. And they had, firing up a death dot they’d salvaged and running a few tests. It had worked, but Ethan was still uncertain.

Regardless, he and Kasumi had been dispatched quickly.

Ember had been especially upset, given how dangerous it was, and he knew he was going to be handling her stronger emotions for the next few days at least. He felt bad, but what could he do? This was the job he had signed up for.

This was a job that needed to be done.

Kasumi signaled to him, and he shadowed her out of the chamber, coming into a low, long machine shop. For whatever reason, it was dark and derelict. There were a handful of bots around, but they looked deactivated, standing along the walls or at worktables, frozen in time.

This was going to be bad.

The place was poorly lit thanks to the fact that only the door they were coming in through and the one they had to leave through were the only things offering light. They couldn’t risk turning on their flashlights because they weren’t sure if that would draw attention, and if the bots’ programming would identify that as a problem.

Kasumi led the way into the dim tech bay. Ethan followed, struggling to maintain his silence and composure. They’d had to walk four hours just to get here because a few tunnels were collapsed, so they’d had to go almost an entire mile out of their way in the wrong direction just to get to another tunnel that would bring them back around to where they wanted to go.

They moved with great care through the machine shop, walking between two long rows of tables packed with tech and gear and tools. Even in the wan light, Ethan could identify several things that would be useful to them. This place had to be an absolute motherlode of technology. If they could get here and strip it down, it might help them for months or even years to come.

Oh crap, Ethan thought miserably.

Near the darkest central part of the room, he saw that two bots were standing almost back-to-back. There was enough space for Kasumi, and there was probably enough space for him. He began looking around for an alternate route, as he was none too eager to get that close to a pair of bots. That was when the lights suddenly snapped on.

Both of them jerked in shock, and it was only a lot of discipline that kept him from squeezing the trigger in surprise and fear. The bots around them immediately came to life and began working. They were all fixing or dissecting various bits of technology.

Interesting. Apparently, death bots were useful for more than just death. He wondered suddenly if they might be able to reprogram them... but that was a thing that had been tried before. He knew some bastions supposedly used ‘tamed’ death bots for security, but he also knew there were horror stories about them going rogue and killing a lot of innocent people.

Ethan had to strongly resist the urge to turn around and back out, or to say something to Kasumi. She was rigid, but facing away from him, no doubt trying to solve this new problem. He took a quick look around and saw that, unfortunately, the alternative paths were even more blocked off than this one, either by more bots or piles of crates.

Kasumi signed to him to come closer, and he stepped up beside her. For a moment, she seemed to struggle. They only had so many things they could effectively communicate with their hands. Finally, she pointed to the two bots in front of them, then motioned for him to stay still and watch her. He nodded, curious as to what she’d come up with.

She studied the bots closely. They were moving as they worked, their bulky metal bodies shifting back and forth, making the path between them even more dangerous. Kasumi took a step closer to them, now so close that she could reach out and touch them.

Ethan felt his entire body seize up in terror as he prepared for the worst.

Abruptly, Kasumi slipped through.

Nothing happened.

The machine shop continued buzzing and banging along as it had been. She turned around and looked at him urgently, then motioned to the two bots. She brought her hands together, palms flat, fingers pointed up, as though she was describing how big something was. She brought her hands apart, then moved them back together.

When he didn’t respond, she did it again, a little more urgently, and suddenly it clicked.

The bots were moving in a rhythm.

Rhythms were predictable.

He nodded and motioned for her to back up. He took a moment to make sure everything on him was still cinched down or secure in a pocket, so he would make no extra noise and have as slim a profile as possible. Then he studied the bots.

Whatever they were doing, it probably wouldn’t last, in that they would start another task and the rhythm would change. So, he had to do this now. He watched as they leaned away from each other, then back towards each other. The pattern quickly became obvious. The problem was that it was going to be a very narrow gap.

Oh well, you didn’t have this job without taking risks.

Ethan stepped closer, waited, and then shoved himself through. He actually felt his chest plate brush against the back of the bot. Then he was through and preparing to feel a cold, giant metal hand suddenly clamp onto the back of his neck and snap it with horrifying ease. That didn’t happen, however, and the relief he saw on Kasumi’s face made it obvious that it had worked.

She gestured sharply to him to follow her, and he did without hesitation. A moment later, they were finally free of the tech bay. She led him into another corridor, down it, through a door and up some stairs and then into another corridor. He wanted badly to ask how much further, because that last scare had apparently knocked his mental map of the place cleanly out of his skull. He and Kasumi must’ve studied it a dozen times, but suddenly it was gone like smoke in the air.

Kasumi, however, seemed to remember just fine. She led him unerringly down the corridor, then up a second one, and finally in through a door. It led to a dusty room full of beeping, blinking pieces of tech that covered the walls in a chaotic mess. All of it seemed to be hard-wired into a single big console at the back of the room.

Ethan felt relief flood him. This is what they’d been looking for.

Kasumi gestured at him to guard the door as she pulled out the data storage device. This was it, the moment of truth. Ethan waited, aiming his weapon at the door they’d just come through. While it was clear that the tech for making you invisible to a bot worked, he was far more dubious about this particular piece of software.

Apparently, the Crawlers had found the kill switch, as they were calling it, some time back. Every factory came with one, or they were supposed to anyway, but the problem was that they were small and portable and important. Which meant that they tended not to actually stay in the factories they were intended for.

And, unfortunately, you couldn’t just upload it from anywhere. It had to be in the actual factory to work properly. Ethan didn’t really understand all of it. Apparently, it was too complex to try to teach him in the time they had, so they just knew that they were going to have to rely on Kasumi.

Ethan became aware of a heavy metallic stomping. There was a bot out there somewhere, getting closer. Shit. Maybe Kasumi had tripped something. He could hear her working back there. The stomping was getting closer. Before long, he could tell it was in the actual corridor just outside the room, and it was still coming closer.

He tensed as a large shadow fell across the floor just beyond the doorway. It had been stuck open, and he hadn’t wanted to bother trying to close it for obvious reasons. The death bot stepped suddenly into the doorway and Ethan tensed worse than ever as he covered it with his rifle. The bot stood there, motionless, but he could hear its internal devices working.

Was this some kind of standard check, or did it realize something was happening?

Or was it something else entirely?

If he didn’t know any better, he’d say the thing was confused.

Abruptly, a whirring sound inside of the bot got louder, and then louder still. It seemed to be staring directly at him now. Ethan swallowed, breathing heavily as sweat poured down his face now. With a jerk, the bot raised one arm. Its hand opened up, and a gun barrel appeared.

“Kasumi–” Ethan began, breaking the silence as he started to squeeze the trigger.

“Got it!” Kasumi replied.

Abruptly, the light went out of the bot’s eyes, and it froze up. All the sounds that had been coming from it ceased. All around them they heard a lot of clanking and banging, and then silence. A long moment went by.

“Fuck,” Ethan said, slowly lowering his rifle. “That was way, way too close.”

“Yes,” Kasumi agreed quietly. “Are you okay?”

“Yeah, I’ll be fine,” he muttered, eyes still locked onto the death bot. “So, it really worked?”

“Yes, it did what it was supposed to do. They’re fried. Not just off, but fried. They aren’t coming back on. We did it, Ethan.”

“Good. Now, uh….” He stepped cautiously forward and poked at the bot. It barely moved. He sighed. “Let’s see if we can figure out how to get around this thing.”


Chapter Two




“Ethan.”

He jerked awake, hopping to his feet the moment he heard Kasumi speak.

“We’re all right,” she said. “You dozed off. They’re almost here.”

“Goddamnit,” Ethan muttered, rubbing at one eye. “Need to rig up a fucking shock collar or something.”

“Ethan,” Kasumi said, her voice taking on a tone of kind patience and cold practicality. He wasn’t sure how she managed that. “You’ve been running yourself ragged for weeks now. You are young, and you are fit… very fit, but you do have your limits. You have to stop competing with me; it isn’t fair to you.”

“Yeah, I know,” he muttered. “It’s... a struggle.”

It definitely was strange, dating a coworker who was also genetically enhanced so that she needed half the sleep you did, even though she was a solid two decades older.

Given how good she was in bed, though, he could not bring himself to even jokingly complain.

“I get it. You’re handling it well, though, Ethan. I’m very impressed,” she said.

“You think so?”

“I know so. Most of the men I run into are very competitive by nature. They don’t take it well when another man outperforms them. They take it much worse when a woman does it. Let alone a woman who looks like me.”

“Like you? Hot as hell?” he asked.

She laughed. “No, small. Petite. Ah, come on, that’s them.”

Ethan became aware of the sound of voices and felt a strong sense of relief mixed in with a powerful misery. He didn’t exactly enjoy hanging around a derelict, rusted-out factory full of dead robots, but he could at least take a break here.

After they’d managed to get themselves out of that back room, they’d made some basic repairs to a communications model and had actually managed to successfully connect with Hertz and Casten’s team. They had been the second part of this plan. While Ethan and Kasumi were pulling off their op, Casten had been leading a group of Crawlers and some particularly brave volunteers to clean out one of the tunnels that led almost directly from Wayport to here.

Ethan had originally wanted to go with them instead of separating. The problem was it was too much of a gamble whether they’d actually be able to get through or not, and the increase in death bot attacks was getting worse in the region. They couldn’t afford to wait. Thankfully, though, Casten and his group had managed to get through just fine, it seemed.

“Maybe we should do another sweep,” Ethan said, glancing back into the factory.

They were in the main entrance now. After repairing the comms, they’d swept through the facility to ensure nothing else was hanging around in there and to grab as much important tech as they could fit into their packs.

“No, we need to go home, Ethan,” Kasumi replied firmly. “We’ve done enough. And when we get back, you’re taking at least three days off. We both are. We’ve earned it, and we need it.”

“I might,” he said.

“I do too. This was... taxing,” she murmured.

“Yeah, all right.”

“Plus, we have no idea what we might encounter on the way home.”

He sighed. “Also a good point.”

They headed out of the main entrance and came into the large cavern the factory had been built into. Flashlights played across the area as Casten and Hertz and their team approached.

“So, it really worked, then?” Hertz asked. “You got them?”

“We got them. It worked,” Kasumi replied.

“You sure they ain’t gonna hop back up on us?” he asked.

“I’m fairly sure. You look like you ran into some trouble on the way over,” Kasumi said, frowning as they came to rest before the pair.

“Mantises,” Casten replied grimly. “A lot of them. They were on our ass most of the way here. I think we cleared the way, but we can’t be sure.” He looked past them, into the factory. “They’re really fried?”

“Yes. Functionally dead, and not coming back without a severely powerful resurrection,” Kasumi replied.

He sighed. “A part of me wishes we could put them to work. Can you imagine what even just one of these things could do in a Mantis nest? Against a bunch of mutants?”

“Believe me, I understand the temptation, but this was the best solution,” Kasumi replied. “And it’s not impossible that we could reprogram one... but we aren’t quite that desperate. Not yet.”

“Doesn’t matter now that they’re all dead,” Hertz said.

“Did you encounter anything besides the bots in there?” Casten asked, regaining his ‘all business’ demeanor.

“Nothing,” Ethan replied. “Just the robots. There’s an exit that leads to a tunnel near the back of the factory on the second floor. That’s how we got in. Otherwise, this place held up pretty well.”

“All right, we’ll take it from here,” Casten said.

“Anything I need to bring back to Donovan?” Kasumi asked.

“Just warn him about the Mantises,” Casten replied.

She nodded. “Will do. Come on, Ethan.”

“Just don’t stop for fucking on the way back! I hear getting killed in the middle of that is a really bad way to go!” Hertz called after them.

Neither of them responded or looked back at him. Ever since Kasumi had moved in with him and it had become obvious that they were together, a lot of people had been giving them some shit. Mostly people were marveling over the fact that he’d actually landed Kasumi, given her reputation as an emotionless ice queen.

In truth, Ethan himself was still pretty shocked about that. That reputation was, if not completely accurate, well-earned.

For a time, they walked in silence. The pair of them crossed the great cavern and headed into the tunnel Casten and the others had emerged from. Thanks to this tunnel, they should be able to cut that long walk back in half.

Ethan had to admit, a little begrudgingly, that Kasumi had a point. He had definitely been going too hard for too long. He had expected things to slow down after that big mission, only they hadn’t. Or, he supposed, they hadn’t slowed down enough. He was still walking out into the Vast often, although Donovan had brought back the two-day minimum rest and relaxation period.

The missions had been easy, relatively speaking, but even a quick walk through the Vast was a taxing experience.

Plus, it wasn’t like he was relaxing at home as much as he should be. He was helping Ember and Lena get things smoothed out for the Pit.

So far, it had been a trying experience.

There were just so many problems to solve.

On the one hand, he knew that Kasumi was right, that he needed a genuine break. But on the other, he still hadn’t been able to shake the feeling that it wasn’t over.

Whatever it was.

“Has Eastmore stopped giving you trouble?” Kasumi asked after they’d been walking for about half an hour, each no doubt having been lost to their own thoughts.

“No,” Ethan replied. “Why? Did something happen?”

“No, nothing has happened. That’s why I was asking. I kind of thought that by now you would’ve done something to deal with him.”

“I could. I’m not afraid of him.”

“Oh, no Ethan, you misunderstand my statement. I’m saying that your patience and self-discipline are very admirable.”

“Oh.”

“Hmm.”

“What?”

“I was just wondering. How long will it take before you’re completely comfortable around me?” she asked.

“I am completely comfortable around you,” he replied.

“You took my statement as a jab. While I’m not above fucking with people, if they’re being cruel, I would mess with you only ever in jest. Were I to truly think you were doing something wrong, I would tell you, firmly and without condescending to you.”

He sighed. “I know. I... do trust you. It’s a me thing, not a you thing. It’s kind of reflexive. I’m just as blindly in love with Ember and Kiva, and they still trigger that in me, sometimes.”

“I see,” she murmured.

They walked in silence for a bit longer.

“I’m going to ask you a question, and I am comfortable with you declining to answer. I will also answer the same question,” Kasumi said finally.

“I’m listening,” Ethan replied.

“Do you love me?”

He was silent for a moment. The tunnel suddenly seemed colder and closer, while their lights seemed brighter. He pushed back against the fear response. She wasn’t accusing him or pushing for the right response. She wouldn’t leave him or punish him in any way if he said no or declined to answer. He wondered, suddenly, what had gone so wrong with his relationships before coming to Wayport that he always expected the worst.

After thinking about it for a moment, he surmised that it was probably just a side effect of all the bad things that had happened to him in his life. He tended to expect the worst.

“I shouldn’t have asked,” Kasumi murmured when he took too long responding.

“No,” he said, “it’s a fair question, and I’m not upset about it. I’m just thinking.”

“You looked concerned.”

“I was a little freaked out, but that was just an emotional response, not a logical one. I fear losing you. Traditionally speaking, your girlfriend asking, ‘Do you love me?’ can be a very, um... prickly question. But I trust you, and I believe you. My answer is... I’m well on my way to loving you. I’m falling in love with you. But I already knew that was going to happen.”

She laughed. He looked at her. “Holy shit, you’re blushing.”

Kasumi sighed softly. “Yes, I am. You... have a rather strong effect on me. It’s annoying, sometimes. My mind will wander… to you. I would have to give the same answer. I am falling for you, but I’m still sorting things out.”

“Take all the time you need,” he said.

“Thank you,” she murmured. “You make it easy to fall in love.”

“So do you.”

She snorted a bit cynically. “You don’t have to lie to me. I know I’m... difficult, at times. I’m more distant than I should be, and I’m too focused on my work.... I don’t think this would work if it was just you and me.”

“Really?”

“Oh yes. Emotional availability is a difficult subject for me. I really do pour so much of my time into my job, and the hobbies I cultivated are all solo hobbies. Well, mostly. I think you’re just enamored with how well I fuck you.”

“Well, that’s extremely true,” he said.

“I’m rather enamored with how you fuck me, too. You’re... very skilled. And you have a tremendous endurance. Although I suppose you’d have to in order to keep three women satisfied.”

“Soon to be four,” he muttered.

“Are you complaining?” she asked.

He chuckled. “No, I’m not complaining. I’m definitely starting to fall for Lorna, too. I imagine that’s going to become much stronger once we actually have sex.”

“I’m surprised you’ve held off for as long as you have.”

“It hasn’t been easy, especially with her... toying with me.”

She laughed. “Her flirtations are a bit strong. I think, if she could get away with it, she’d sit in your lap during the briefings.”

“Donovan would have a very stern talk with both of us,” he replied.

“Yes. I still think it’s very amusing that he told you to stop fucking Crawlers. It’s too bad. Stark is clearly weighing the pros and cons of sleeping with you.”

“I hope she doesn’t ask,” he muttered.

“Why not?”

“Because I don’t know if I’m strong enough to refuse her. She is... way too hot.”

Kasumi smiled, looking amused. “Really?”

“Yes... why?”

“It’s just... I’ve always thought she looked kind of plain, and a little rough around the edges. Not that I’m insulting her at all. I notice men don’t react to her as strongly as, say, myself or Kiva. Or Ember. Goodness. That woman.”

He chuckled. “Yes, that woman. She’s something else. All of you are. And Stark... is starkly beautiful. Maybe it’s because I’ve seen her fighting monsters... I think she’s got a unique look. And–”

Ethan cut off as they came to a new chamber and were abruptly rushed by a dozen Mantises. The pair of them reacted instantly, snapping their rifles up and blasting. Ethan poured out the full auto on the densest cluster of the awful green things, and Kasumi set to work capping the individual ones with brutally efficient headshots.

The last one dropped as its head snapped back, a burst of dark gore escaping it.

They both stood stock still, waiting. When no more Mantises came, they collected some samples from the corpses, then resumed their journey, albeit a little more cautiously.

“There are a lot more of them around now,” Kasumi murmured once they’d located the tunnel they were looking for.

“Do we have any more ideas about what’s going on?” he asked.

“Too many ideas. From what I understand, they’re currently working through several.”

“We need to figure this out soon, because it’s getting worse.”

“Yes.”

They kept walking, more eager than ever to get home.


Chapter Three




Wayport.

It felt beyond surreal to walk through the same entryway now as a Crawler as he had a few months ago as a lone survivor and refugee.

Everything was different.

Mostly, people treated him with respect. If anything, some of them treated him with a bit of fear. He wasn’t sure how to feel about that. While Ethan was finding that cultivating a somewhat stern and stony persona, it was mostly because he didn’t want his day to be interrupted seventy-four times as people came up to tell him things or ask him questions.

He appreciated the appreciation, but it was already beginning to be a bit much. He just didn’t have the personality type to be in the spotlight.

Once he and Kasumi got inside of Crawler HQ, it was a relief. Although that relief was short-lived as he checked his watch.

“Aw fuck,” he muttered as they headed for the armory.

“What’s wrong?” Kasumi asked.

“Town hall meeting started two minutes ago. I’ll only manage to get there if I’m lucky and move my ass,” he replied.

“They’ll understand, Ethan.”

“I know, just... I want to be there.”

“Hmm.”

Kasumi kept giving him looks as they returned their gear and then turned in their salvage to a very grateful Saxon. Ethan was glad to see that he was doing a lot better. He no longer looked like a man who had been sentenced to death. He actually seemed happy, although Ethan could understand why. The Crawler Headquarters was basically the safest place in the bastion.

He and Kasumi finished turning everything in, then headed to the locker room and stripped down. Grabbing their towels, they headed into the shower area.

“Okay, what is it?” Ethan asked finally.

“What is what?” Kasumi murmured in an innocent tone.

“You keep looking at me in a specific way. Like you’re... scheming.”

She laughed. They picked a shower stall near the back and fired up the hot water. “That’s because I am scheming. Something’s becoming obvious to me... you aren’t going to relax willingly. So that means I have to do something about it, for your own good.”

“What is it, exactly, that you intend to do about it?” he asked.

“First, I am going to take you home. As soon as we’re sure there’s no more responsibilities left for the day, I am going to feed you some of those sedatives we’ve been holding onto. And then, Ember, Kiva, and I are going to fuck you into a coma.”

“For my own good, huh?”

She nodded firmly. “For your own good.”

He stepped up to her and grasped her, then pulled her so that she was facing him. He had learned that Kasumi did enjoy it when he got a bit rough with her.

“Maybe we could get a head start,” he said, looking down into her eyes.

She smiled up at him. “Let’s.”

He picked her up and kissed her as he pushed her against the nearest wall.
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“Dammit,” Ethan muttered as he checked his watch again.

“Sorry I kept you busy,” Kasumi said. He glanced at her. She had a little smirk. “What?”

“Just... I’m still getting used to you teasing me. It’s so weird. You’re such an ice queen.”

“I have a sense of humor.”

“I know, I’m not saying you don’t, you just….”

“I just maintain a very stony facade most of the time. I understand. That’s what makes the teasing so powerful. It happens so rarely... mmm, hopefully the same isn’t true of the sex.”

“I don’t think so,” he replied.

She just laughed softly. They were descending into the Pit now. As they made for the Town Hall, which they had set up alongside the new clinic that was being established, Ethan felt his mood improving. His time in the shower with Kasumi and knowing that he was about to see Ember and Kiva were great things. Unfortunately, the knowledge of their much larger and growing problems that threatened the bastion as a whole was bringing him down.

Being here though... it was good… enlivening. It gave him hope.

The Pit was already a completely different place from when he’d arrived, though you wouldn’t know it purely from the buildings themselves. It still mostly looked the same, but it was the people. They were so different now.

This place wasn’t full of nervous, shifty-eyed figures, hurriedly making their way home or to work. There were so many more people out, at least half of them kids and teenagers running around and playing or hanging out and talking.

It felt less like a slum and more like a village now.

They slipped quietly into the Town Hall. It was basically just a huge room packed with chairs, all of them aimed towards the opposite end, where Ember, Kiva, and Lena all sat on a raised platform. Just from the general atmosphere, he could tell they’d been at it for a while now. Honestly, he was surprised that they hadn’t gotten to the question-and-answer portion at the end yet. He supposed there were a lot of things happening that needed to be discussed.

Ember saw him and paused mid-sentence, then smiled and kept going. “Sorry, um, the clinic will be opening in two days, but only in a limited capacity.”

“How long until it’s full capacity?” someone asked immediately.

She sighed. “I don’t know. Hopefully not more than a month, but unfortunately, resources are stretched very thin right now.”

She frowned as there was a general murmur of disapproval. Ethan saw an opportunity to kill two birds with one stone and hurried along the edge of the room until he came up onto the platform with the others.

“Can I take charge for a moment?” he asked.

“Please do, I’m exhausted. Also, I love you,” Ember replied.

He chuckled. “Love you too, babe. And you Kiva. And I like you a lot, Lena.”

“I like you, too,” she whispered.

“Okay,” Ethan said, straightening up and clearing his throat. “Kasumi and I just now got back from our latest mission. I can tell that you’re all getting a little frustrated with the state of things. I wanted to make sure that we all maintained perspective, and so, I wanted to share with you our latest victory: Kasumi and I just successfully deactivated a death bot factory. As in every death bot that came from that factory within a decent radius is now dead. And, even more, we deactivated the factory, not destroyed. Meaning we just got ourselves a massive influx of tech resources.”

He let the people clap and cheer for a while, and he could see the looks of relief on their faces. Monsters were certainly monstrous, but there was something uniquely terrifying about an emotionless chunk of metal with glowing red eyes coming after you with the sole intention of murdering you.

“I’m glad to be of service. And I don’t want this to come off as me trying to tell you to stop bitching or get over yourselves. Because that is not what I’m saying at all. I want every last one of you to be heard, and to feel like you can trust us to genuinely listen to you and help you. I know the clinic and the school aren’t coming up as fast as most of you would like, but you simply have to understand that there’s only so much time in the day. There are only so many people in this bastion, and there are only so many resources.

“This stuff takes time, and sometimes there are no shortcuts. But more than that, you have to appreciate the fact that we are in uncharted territory here. There has never been a setup in Wayport like this. Somewhere along the line, the rest of the bastion got used to thinking ‘not my problem’ when it came to the Pit. And they were wrong to do that. But they’re helping now, because we showed them it was the right thing to do. I know I’m asking a lot, but I am asking for patience. We really are trying, and so far, we do believe that the government is still genuine in their efforts.”

“Why are you so good at that?” Ember muttered. “He’s right,” she said, raising her voice. “We need patience. We need time. Some people have come forward to be taught how to be nurses, but it takes time. This is not something you can rush, but more importantly, this is not something you want rushed.

“Now, before we get to the Q and A session, I have one last announcement. We’ve been working on an idea for a bit, and we’re finally ready to share it. We want to begin organizing community nights. Basically, excuses for people to come together and talk and know your neighbors. We’ve got a few ideas, but we absolutely welcome ideas from everyone else. Now... bring on the questions.”

Everyone started talking at once.

It took a bit to get the chaos reined in, but they did. Then they spent about half an hour dealing with questions. Ethan helped where he could, but most of the questions were ones that he didn’t really know the answer to. Not that this was a surprise to him, mostly he had insisted on being there as a show of support.

He imagined it would be all too easy for people to begin losing hope if the Crawlers stopped making appearances and being at least somewhat involved in these meetings. As time went on, he checked his watch a bit more, wanting to get home.

At this point, Ethan was looking to find an excuse to, at the very least, step back out and get away from everyone. He was finding that he didn’t like crowds, when he heard a distinctive chirp come from his pocket. He felt his heart jerk icily in his chest. From the reactions of Kasumi and Kiva, they had much the same response, but they all relaxed.

It was just one chirp, not two. No emergency, just a need to talk about something.

Ethan excused himself and headed out the back, into a little alley of space, then brought his radio out and up to his mouth. “Ethan here.”

Donovan responded, and he sounded vaguely annoyed. “Hey, you need to take your bug back up to the lab.”

“...why are you the one telling me this?”

“I asked the same motherfucking question, but the person who told me dipped out immediately. I’m guessing they found something important and need to verify, or maybe they had a new idea. I don’t really know and I’m busy right now, so….”

“Right, fucking off,” Ethan replied.

Donovan chuckled, then said, “Hey wait.”

“Yeah?”

“I just wanted to say again: really good job out there. I was kind of worried in the beginning there that I might not be making the smartest bet on you. I have been known to make bad calls. But the doubts are gone, you are now a goddamned pillar of hard work and reliability that is, in an extremely meaningful and practical way, keeping this bastion alive. And I just wanted to tell you that. Captain before me was bad about letting people know they were doing a good job, and I promised myself I wouldn’t do that. So... good job.”

“Thank you, Captain,” Ethan replied, a little awkwardly. He still didn’t really know how to handle praise.

“Welcome. Good luck. Out.”

With that, the conversation was over. That was one thing he liked about Crawlers, they tended not to linger, so there was little in the way of awkward pauses. Replacing his radio, Ethan slipped back inside. He saw that they had whittled the crowd down considerably. Kasumi walked over with one eyebrow raised inquisitively.

“Nothing bad. We gotta walk Hopper back up to the lab,” he said.

“Ah... wait, why was Crawler HQ the one giving you this information?” she asked.

“No idea. Neither did Donovan.”

Now both her eyebrows went up. “Donovan was the one they asked to do it?”

“Yeah.”

“Must be important then. We should get moving.”

“Yep, let’s get this wrapped up,” Ethan agreed.

They rejoined the others and helped them sort through the last of the residents waiting to be seen. They answered a few more questions about the clinic and the school. They wrote down a couple more ideas for community nights, and then the last person walked out the door. Ember walked with them and, once they were out, shut the door firmly behind them.

She then turned back to face the others and ran directly towards Ethan.

“Ember!” he cried as she leaped into the air, then he grunted as he caught her.

She laughed and kissed him immediately, clinging tightly to him for a long moment. “You took too long!”

“Sorry, babe,” he replied, “it takes longer when you’re sneaking through an entire building full of death bots.”

“Ugh, don’t remind me,” she muttered. “But you’re both okay?”

“Yeah, it went basically flawlessly,” he replied, and Kasumi nodded.

“Perfect. What was the radio about?” she asked, letting him put her down.

He turned and gave Kiva a hug and a kiss. “We need to take Hopper back up.”

Ember groaned loudly. “No! Come on, I wanted to be done for the day!”

“I know, I did too. Really badly, actually. But we gotta do it,” Ethan replied.

“We could take care of it,” Kiva offered. “You two have been out in the Vast all day.”

“No, I want to do this. But I do want to do it now and get it over with,” he said. He finished embracing Kiva and then gave Lena a hug and, at her behest, a kiss on the lips. “I am also happy to see you,” he added.

She laughed. “I know, Ethan.... I think it might be time for another visit. You haven’t been by to... mmm, see me, for a bit now.”

He chuckled. “Uh... yeah. I’d like that.”

“You know,” Kasumi said, “you could come for a visit tonight. I have decided that Ethan is working too hard and needs to be persuaded to relax. I imagine Kiva and Ember are going to want to help me, and I also imagine we would all welcome your assistance.”

“I’d like that,” Lena said, her smile growing just a bit. “I can be persuasive.”

“Yes, I want this to happen,” Ember said firmly. “Really badly.”

“You’re more horny than usual,” he replied.

“Is that really a problem?” she asked.

“No, not at all. Kiva? You good with this plan?”

“Yes,” she replied, “very much so.”

“All right. Let’s get Hopper and get this over with.”


Chapter Four




Ethan walked through Wayport flanked by his three lovers.

It felt very strange, but entirely in a good way.

Several things had troubled him since moving to the new bastion. While some had fallen away and new problems had cropped up, he had spent at least some time lying awake, wondering what exactly had changed besides the location.

Because he had never had a lot of luck when it came to relationships before now, and it wasn’t necessarily because of a lack of effort. He’d turned it around in his head again and again. Ultimately, he concluded that the only two possibilities were that something in him had changed or something external had changed.

He’d initially thought it was because he was a Crawler now, but he’d been a Crawler before, and not for just one or two missions but an entire damn year.

Abruptly, it occurred to him to ask the smartest person he knew.

“Kasumi,” he said as they finished traversing the Market and began making for the next tier.

“Yes?” she replied.

“I have a question I want you to try and logic out for me.”

“Ready.”

“Why am I having so much luck with relationships now, where I had very poor luck for my entire life before meeting Ember?” he asked.

“Hmm... difficult to say,” she murmured after a moment. “I don’t really have enough data to make a sure guess, because I don’t know all the specifics about you from before we met. But I’d say it’s simply a matter of greater sample size.”

“How exactly?”

“Refuge had a population of barely one hundred and saw little in the way of traffic as compared to Wayport. Our bastion has ten times the amount of people. I imagine there weren’t that many women who weren’t paired off already in your bastion. That, I would say, is the deciding factor.”

“That tracks,” Kiva said.

“Yeah, I guess so. I guess I should be happy,” Ethan replied.

“You aren’t happy!?” Ember demanded.

He laughed. “No, I mean, I’m happy. I’m very happy about my life right now. It’s just... it was lonely. And lonely can hurt. But I should be grateful, I suppose. If I had to suffer through a few decades of loneliness to get here to you three, then it was worth it.”

“Good to know,” Ember replied.

“I kind of feel the same way,” Kiva said. “Definitely worth it.”

He took her hand and kissed the back of it. “Definitely.”

She giggled awkwardly and shook her head, her cheeks slowly turning red. Ember laughed. “You’re still so shy.”

“That’s going to be a feature forever, probably,” Kiva replied.

“I don’t mind,” Ember said.

“So, did we ever figure out what’s going on with Lorna tonight?” Ethan asked as it abruptly occurred to him. It was getting harder to keep track of everything.

Maybe Kasumi was right, and he genuinely did need a break.

“She is staying at her parent’s place tonight. But she will be bringing the last of her stuff over tomorrow and officially move in with us then,” Ember replied.

“Okay, good. Um... did things get sorted with her family? Do they, uh... know?”

“Still not sure what she ended up telling them,” Ember said.

Ethan sighed softly. Another potential problem.

His relationships with Ember and Kiva felt very solid. They loved each other, they slept together every night, and now, every morning, they were both taking pregnancy tests to see if they were pregnant with his child yet.

Not really a lot of room for uncertainty there.

With Kasumi there was a bit more uncertainty, mostly in the sense that she didn’t seem quite comfortable with where the relationship was at right now. When she’d agreed to move in with them and to be open about the fact that they were sleeping together and kind of-sort of dating, he thought that’d probably be where they settled.

Only that wasn’t quite how it was working out.

Kasumi seemed almost conflicted at times, and Ethan thought he had an idea of what was happening. He assumed that Kasumi had assumed she’d be comfortable, emotionally speaking, with a not-quite-relationship. One where they lived together and slept together sometimes, and where they would remain exclusive to each other.

Well... as exclusive as he could get while also being with Ember, Kiva, and Lorna.

And Lena, sometimes.

But she had already stated unequivocally that she had room in her life only for one person to share her bed with, and that was going to be him.

Now it seemed that she might be developing deeper emotions for him. He imagined that, after so long of stony reservation and singleness, she wasn’t quite sure how to handle that. He was hoping that it meant she settled even deeper into the comforting emotional waters of the relationship, but only time would tell.

“Here we are,” Kiva said as they approached the lab.

It was up on the third tier, overlooking the whole of the bastion, not that far away from City Hall. It was also under tight guard. There were automated drone guns attached to the outside, and the place was built like a vault, all hard metal surfaces and no windows.

He saw Ember clutch Hopper’s cage a little more tightly and felt a stab of empathy for her. She had been struggling with these trips to the lab. So far, they’d gone five times, and each time she insisted on going and staying the whole time, while handling the cage herself. He found it hard to blame her, given how most people thought of pets as a luxury and bugs as, at best, a nuisance.

The cage itself had been provided by the lab, partially at the request of Ember and Ethan, but also because they wanted to use it as a test. They had put two sealed containers into the cage as well, affixing them into place, and had attached them each to a button that reacted to Hopper’s limb pressing against it.

The idea was to see if he could pick up on the notion of ‘press button, access food or water’.

Not only had he figured it out, but he’d also done so rather quickly.

“Go on in,” the front guard said as soon they approached.

Ethan frowned, then ushered the others inside. He looked to the guard. “I’m not trying to be an asshole, but you should always check IDs. Always. Even for us.”

“They were very insistent that you go right in,” he replied.

“I get that, it’s just... all it takes is one fuckup, one time of bad luck... eh, maybe I’m being paranoid.”

The guard looked annoyed, but his expression softened a little. “It’s not a bad instinct, and you are technically right.”

“I appreciate it. We very much rely on you and everyone else who chooses to do this duty.”

The guard nodded. “Thanks. You should get in there, though, they really want to see you.”

Ethan headed inside. He had been trying to build up a camaraderie with the security forces. Partially because he did actually know how important they were, partially to try to help close the gap between the guards and everyone else, even the Crawlers, but also partially because he knew they had difficulty with him.

The Governor had begun to clear house of corrupt guards who abused their power, and it was known by now that she had the support of the Crawlers in doing so. And Ethan had been one of the ones really pushing to crack down, especially around the Pit.

That had earned him some enemies, it seemed, though no one had said anything directly yet.

He found the others waiting inside for him and quickly joined them. A lab technician was already waiting to lead them in.

“What’s going on?” Ethan asked as they followed him through the chilled, sterile, brightly lit corridors of the lab complex.

“Can’t say out here,” the woman replied. “It’s important, though.”

Well great, that wasn’t ominous or anything.

They all kept quiet as they hustled through the complex. The atmosphere seemed even more tense than usual. Had they made some kind of breakthrough on what was causing the creatures to become more intelligent?

God, he hoped so.

Right now, it was the biggest worry on his mind, and he lost more sleep over that than anything else so far. At last, they came to the primary laboratory that they had been visiting so often. The lab tech ushered them inside. As they came into the smooth, clean gunmetal gray room, Ethan felt the same sense of discomfort he always did.

He wasn’t sure what it was about this place, but it just set him on edge. Maybe it was just because it reminded him of the hospital, which reminded him of injury and illness. It didn’t quite help that it was packed to capacity with all manner of tables, trays, and technology. Instrumentation, vials, medical tools, sample containers, beakers, and all kinds of such gear seemed to cover every surface. Though, he could tell it was meticulously organized, even now.

The woman in charge of this particular project was waiting for them off in the corner, standing beside a machine he knew they used to scan Hopper.

“Hello,” she said, her impatience already obvious, “will you please bring Hopper over here, so I can scan him?”

“Yeah... what’s going on?” Ember replied uncertainly as she walked over.

Ethan followed while Kiva and Kasumi hung back by the door, content to wait and not crowd the place any further. He studied Doctor Cross as they approached. She was a very striking woman, though he imagined a lot of people were somewhat off put by her.

If there was a single word that he could use to describe her, it was pale.

She had vividly pale skin and short blonde hair, so pale it was almost white. Her pale blue eyes almost seemed to float in her face, and the fact that she often wore blinding white material made her seem like a ghost.

It also didn’t help that she seemed to struggle with niceties and social etiquette. He still hadn’t been able to determine if she didn’t understand them or just didn’t like them. What it resulted in, however, was a woman who was brisk and efficient, and he appreciated that.

They also seemed to have successfully communicated that any kind of harm to Hopper would not, in any capacity, be tolerated.

“We’ve had something of a breakthrough, and we need confirmation,” she replied, accepting the cage and setting it down firmly on the scanning tech.

Hopper stared up at her, regarding her silently but intently.

Ethan suddenly wondered what the big bug thought about the scientist, or any of them, for that matter. He seemed to like Ember and Ethan a lot, and now Kiva, too. He seemed cautious but hopeful around Kasumi. And he seemed to turn into a puppy for Lorna, who squealed with excitement whenever she saw him.

“What kind of breakthrough?” Ethan asked.

She ignored him for the moment, typing rapidly into the console once Hopper was in place. There was a chime, and she abruptly stopped, straightened up, and turned to face them.

“We’ve been eliminating theories and ideas ever since we began picking up on the fact that the creatures are getting smarter. I chanced upon a potential theory yesterday at Crawler HQ. I don’t suppose you’ve heard from Saxon about the phantom frequency?”

“No, we’ve been busy,” Ethan said, and glanced back at Kasumi and Kiva, who both shook their heads.

“I figured. Crawler HQ often keeps an electronic ear open on the radio. By now, they have a scanner set up to constantly search the frequencies, looking for signals, distress calls, and the like. Saxon recently found a very strange, uninterrupted but incredibly faint signal. I overheard him complaining about it while I was there, and it bothered me. I wasn’t sure why until I formed a new theory: what if this mystery signal has anything to do with this whole thing?”

“How would that work?” Ethan asked uncertainly. “A radio signal is making creatures smarter?”

“Not quite,” Cross replied. “But not all signals picked up by our radio equipment are necessarily radio signals. Sometimes they pick up other things, things naturally occurring in the Vast. A handful of things put out signals due to their natural properties and the way they interact with the world. Particularly magnetic minerals, for example, when exposed to the proper conditions, put out a signal that can be picked up by radio equipment.”

“Weird,” Ember murmured.

“Yes. However, something we’ve been realizing more and more over the past decade or so is that there are some crystals that have been affected by the mutagenic warfare that have somehow adapted to put out signals of their own. They vibrate at very specific resonances, and, in rare cases, they have been known to affect the environment around them and living creatures,” Cross explained.

“I’ve seen some like that before,” Kiva said.

“You think there’s a crystal around here putting out that phantom signal, and it’s affecting the creatures by making them smarter?” Ethan asked.

“Exactly. The problem is this effect is rather hard to detect. I’ve been running scans on everything so far, and while I have found minute traces of evidence that they may have been affected, there just isn’t enough evidence yet. I need something that’s been heavily altered, and so far, Hopper is the best example we have.”

“What about all those samples and corpses I’ve been bringing you?” Ethan asked.

“Cellular decay begins rather quickly in mutagenic creatures once they die. While I have, and continue to, appreciate your efforts, it isn’t the same at all as having a live specimen,” Cross replied.

“Fair point... what about us? Is this signal affecting us?” he asked.

“As far as I can tell, no. I’ve done scans on everyone in the building, myself included, and can’t find any evidence of–” The scanner abruptly chimed. She turned back to it quickly and began studying the screen. “Yes,” she whispered, as excited as he had ever seen her before. “Here it is. There is evidence that Hopper has been affected at a cellular level by something.”

“By the signal?” Ember asked.

“Very possibly. I need more time to determine that, but this is a massive step in the right direction,” she replied.

“I still don’t understand how a radio signal could make a bug smarter,” Ember murmured, staring at Hopper.

“It’s like a radio signal, but not the same. It’s... very complicated. A simple example is: you know how a river washes away the surface of a rock given enough time? It’s kind of like that. The signal vibrates in such a way that it interacts with certain cells... it’s very complicated. But for right now….” She turned to look firmly at Ethan. “I need to speak with Captain Donovan this moment.”

“Oh. All right,” he replied, pulling out his radio. “This is Ethan, come back.”

There was a brief pause. “You’ve got Crawler HQ, Ethan. What’s the situation?”

“Need to talk to Donovan right now,” he replied.

“Pertaining to what?”

“Uh... privileged information.”

A sigh. “Okay, gimme a moment.”

Another long pause, then the radio crackled again. “This better be important, Ethan. I’m about to go home. My wife made chili and I really want that chili.”

“It seems pretty important. I’m up here with Doctor Cross, and she’s made some kind of discovery relating to the intelligence increase,” he replied.

The vague annoyance in Donovan’s tone vanished immediately. “Put her on.”

Ethan handed Cross the radio. “Hello, Captain. I’ve found strong evidence of a connection between Saxon’s phantom frequency signal and an effect on the local wildlife.”

“Dammit,” he muttered, “I knew that signal was going to be trouble the moment I heard about it. So, you’re sure the signal is directly responsible?”

“No,” she replied. “I’m sure that a signal is directly responsible, though. I need to work with Saxon and direct access to your instrumentation to determine if there is a direct link. I believe there is.”

“All right.... What happens if you’re right?”

“We then begin working on a way to either track the signal or block it out somehow, nullify it maybe. I’m not sure yet, but we have options.”

There was a long pause. Ethan could almost hear the gears turning in Donovan’s head over the radio. “Okay,” he said finally, “I’m going to give you direct access to Saxon and whatever you think you need to make this work. But just you.”

“Captain, if you would just permit me even a single assistant–”

“No,” Donovan cut in firmly, “not yet. We need to keep this under wraps for now. It’s too unknown and too worrying. There are already more people than I’d like involved. So... just make do for now. Saxon should be able to help you with any technical shit you need.”

She sighed. “Fine. I’ll be over promptly. I expect Saxon to be waiting for me and unrestricted, twenty-four-hour access to Crawler HQ.”

“He will be. He practically lives here at this point, and fine, you’ve got it. Is there anything else?”

“No. I’ll be over soon,” Cross repeated.

“Fine. Ethan,” he said.

Cross passed the radio back to him. “Yeah?”

“Rest up. I know you’re approved for three days this time, but things are getting worse, not better. I might need you sooner rather than later. Regardless, I’ll need you, Kiva, and Kasumi at your best when you come back. So that goes for all of you,” Donovan replied.

“Understood, Captain.”

“All right. Have fun. Out.”

Cross was already passing the cage back to Ember, who accepted it gratefully and held onto it tightly, hugging it to her chest. “I must leave,” Cross said. “Thank you for your assistance. I require solitude now.”

“You got it, Doctor,” Ethan replied, shooing the others out ahead of him.

They’d been around her enough to know that this was as politely as she was going to ask them to get the hell out of her lab. He might take more offense to her manner, but by now he knew that it wasn’t really rudeness that prompted her to act like this. Instead, it was barely restrained impatience fueled by an intense desperation to continue solving mysteries.

And he kind of understood that feeling.

A few moments later, they were back out in front of the complex.

“Now what?” Kiva asked.

“Now we go back home, lock the door, and don’t come out until sometime tomorrow,” Ethan replied firmly.


Chapter Five




Ethan still couldn’t sleep.

He lay on his bed between Ember and Kiva, with his head swimming. Although his body was relaxed, his mind was unwilling to settle. He found himself staring at the ceiling of his new bedroom, listening to the sounds of his wives sleeping to either side of him. He could not sleep.

My wives…. For a moment he thought of the fact that they all had discussed it plainly and that as far as he, Ember, and Kiva were concerned, they were married at this point. He still needed to go and get them all rings. It was something they both said they wanted him to do on his own and surprise them with. They were still going to have an official ceremony, but they were basically married. He still wasn’t sure how the local government might recognize marriage between three people, but Kasumi seemed certain it would go fine.

Mostly he hadn’t done it yet because they were so busy, but also because he was waiting for Lorna to get settled into their lives.

It was very possible she might be wife number three.

And he had to admit, even if only to himself, that he was kind of hoping Kasumi would also be interested in participating in the ceremony.

But that was all secondary to the concern that, even while dazed and pleasantly buzzed, he could not escape.

The monsters were getting smarter.

He didn’t need the reports or the stories or the data to see that.

It was painfully, glaringly obvious to him. Every time he went out, he ran into something, and that something was always just a bit different. Some of the monsters he was fighting outside of Wayport were new to him, but he’d faced others many times in the past. He’d gotten so that he could read them. He could read their body language, their facial twitches, and the sounds they made.

Some of them, he’d gotten to the point where he could reliably predict how they were going to attack and what might cause them to run. They weren’t exact copies of each other, but they were close enough.

And they were different now.

Smarter, faster, stronger in some cases. They were coordinating with each other.

And he had seen it in their eyes, a new shine of cunning, a glow of dark intellect.

Ethan sighed softly and carefully extracted himself from between both women without waking them. He’d gotten enough practice at it by now that he was good at it. Pulling on his boxers, he slipped out of the bedroom and into their living room.

It felt strange still to be in this new house. The process of moving had gone pretty quickly, given they’d opted to leave most of their stuff behind in the old shack. They wanted the next people to occupy it to have an easier time.

There was still more to set up, but it was basically functional at this point. He was still busy enough that he didn’t want to do much beyond relax with the women when he got home, have a nice meal or just sit around and talk.

At some point he knew he’d be like Kasumi. He’d get bored, need to go look for new hobbies or interests to develop, or new knowledge to consume, but that was later.

He came to stand in the center of the living room and frowned, bathed in the pale glow of the globe’s moonlight phase.

While he was still determining what to do to help him get to sleep, he heard a sound come from his left.

“Can’t sleep?” Ethan jerked towards the quiet voice, then sighed softly. “Sorry,” Kasumi murmured, smiling at him from the top of the stairs that led down into her part of the house. “I heard you.”

“Yeah, can’t sleep,” he replied.

“You are impressive.... Come with me,” she said, beckoning to him.

“How am I impressive?” he replied, walking to her and then following her down.

“You’ve been overworking yourself, you got stoned, and then you fucked four women. By all accounts, you should be comatose,” she murmured.

“I know. I’m... worried,” he replied.

“I understand. I am, too. But we need to sleep.” She popped something into her mouth and then offered him something else. “Here.”

“Are we sure I’m not taking too much?” he asked, studying the pill.

“Yes. Believe me, I’m positive. You could triple your dose and still be fine. I would never do anything that might harm you without your knowledge, Ethan. And if there was a genuine risk, even a small one, I would inform you.”

He swallowed the pill and then laughed softly. “That’s a weird way to put it.”

“Sometimes, we may have to harm each other, or, more accurately, put each other in harm’s way, as Crawlers. Our relationship is not the same as most others.”

“That’s a good point.”

“Lie down on your stomach.”

“All right.”

He lay down on Kasumi’s bed, glad to put himself into her hands. He wanted to stop thinking, to just shut off and embrace the blissful oblivion that was sleep. Kasumi got nimbly onto his back and then he felt her small but strong fingers begin working his body.

“Ah, man…” he whispered as she began to knead his lower back in just the right way.

She laughed. “You all are going to be begging me for this, eventually, especially Kiva and Ember.”

“Why them?” he asked.

“They are both already fairly well endowed in the chest, Kiva especially, and when they get pregnant, that’s only going to become more true. That takes a toll on a woman’s lower back. Their feet are also likely going to get swollen. However good you think this feels right now, I promise it will feel better to them in five or six months’ time. And that means you’re going to be assisting in this.”

“Naturally,” he murmured. “Fuck, you’re good at this.”

“Thank you.... How do you feel about becoming a father?”

“I’m okay with it.”

“I mean how do you feel about it? I know you’re okay with it, but there has to be more to it than that.”

“There is. I’m terrified. I know I need to figure some more things out, probably talk with Donovan and see what kind of advice he can give. Naturally I’m terrified of bad things happening. But... I trust Ember and Kiva to be good mothers. Not just choosing to be a good mother, but simply being good at it, naturally. I trust you and Lorna and Lena to help. I trust myself to be a good father... mostly. Mostly I’m scared of fucking it up.”

“That’s pretty natural, from what I understand. Now, Ethan, I want you to hold still for just a moment….”

“Why-ah!” he cried as she pressed suddenly into his lower back, and something cracked loudly. “What the fuck, Kasumi?”

She laughed. “Sorry, there doesn’t really seem to be a way to do that otherwise. If I warn you, you tense up and it might not work. If it was a smaller knot, then that wouldn’t really matter, but you had a really big one. Just lay there for a bit, let your body set and rest, let the drugs take effect. Let yourself relax, Ethan.”

“I’m trying,” he murmured. He did feel drowsier.

“You’re fighting,” Kasumi replied, getting up and then removing her panties. “You’re holding onto that worry. And I understand, I used to do it, too. Sometimes I still do. But….” She gently moved him, rolling him over slowly onto his back. “You have to let it go. Even just for right now. You’re no good to us exhausted.”

She grasped his boxers and pulled them down, then off, and tossed them away. “We will sleep down here, together, and you’ll be all right.”

“Hopefully Kiva and Ember are okay with this... Lena did go home, right?” he asked. “I thought she did, but now I’m having trouble remembering.”

Kasumi laughed and kissed him. “Yes, she did. Here, under the blankets.”

While he got situated, she turned off the small light sphere perched on the wall beside her bed, then she crawled under the blankets with him.

“I gotta admit,” Ethan murmured. He could definitely feel the extra pill coming on now. “I’m scared… of what might happen. This just keeps getting worse.”

“I know, Ethan,” Kasumi whispered, getting up against him in the darkness and hugging him. “But just remember, that whatever happens, however bad it gets, we have each other.”

“Yeah….”

“Go to sleep, sleepy boy,” she murmured with a soft laugh.

Kasumi rolled over so that he was spooning her. He held her slim body against himself, already drifting off to sleep properly this time.
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Ethan opened his eyes to the sound of movement, somewhere above him.

Fighting through a haze of incoherence, he got up, tracked down his undershorts, pulled them on, and then stood in Kasumi’s room for a bit. He heard voices overhead, familiar. After a moment he realized Lorna was speaking.

Right, she was supposed to officially move in today.

Ethan walked upstairs and opened the door. He squinted at the light and stepped out into a roomful of women. Lorna had been telling them something, it looked like they’d all gathered to ask her questions or discuss something with her. They all fell silent and looked at him as he appeared.

A moment of silence passed, then Ember began laughing softly.

“What?” he asked.

“You look very out of it, babe,” she replied.

“Your hair is sticking everywhere,” Kiva murmured.

“Oh. That makes sense. Um... hi, Lorna. You’re officially here?”

“Yes, Ethan. I’m officially here. I am moving in. I am your girlfriend, and we are having sex tonight, Ethan,” she growled.

“She is... frustrated,” Kasumi murmured.

“I’m almost feral,” Lorna replied. “I haven’t gotten laid in an irritatingly long time. Now I can, but you’ve been fucking teasing me for weeks with it.”

“I’m not teasing,” Ethan said.

Lorna sighed. “I know. Sorry. I’m grumpy. But mostly happy.”

“I’ll be right back, gotta tend to something,” Ember said, getting up and slipping off towards the bathroom.

“How did it go with your parents?” Ethan asked as he sat down in one of the chairs.

“Well... about as well as can be expected,” Lorna replied.

“That doesn’t sound good.”

“They are not happy with my decisions so far, but they can’t argue with the results. Because of my decisions, their lives were saved, as well as my brother’s. They’re getting work done on their house, and because of the extra coin, they have some breathing room to recover and make a home for themselves.”

“I imagine they’re struggling with the... household you’re moving into,” he said.

“Yeah, but I don’t care. I told them it’s none of their business if my boyfriend has three other girlfriends,” she replied.

“I trust that still isn’t going to be a problem?” Kiva asked.

“For me? No. I wouldn’t have rushed this as much as I have if it was going to be a problem. I know I seem kind of reckless and I’m younger than all of you, but I’m not doing this on a whim. I still feel nothing but good about this. That being said–”

They all jumped as they heard Ember scream from nearby. The only thing that kept Ethan from actually panicking as he twisted towards the bathroom was that, even shocked, he could tell that had been a scream that more conveyed happy surprise and not fear or pain. As he hurried over to the bathroom, the door opened up and Ember stepped out, her eyes huge and her mouth hung open.

She was holding something.

“What happened?!” Kiva asked.

“It’s finally positive!” she cried. “I’m pregnant!”

She pushed the test at Ethan, who took it gingerly and studied it. The little screen did indeed have a plus symbol and was emitting a faint green light.

“You’re pregnant,” he murmured. He laughed softly and slowly looked up. “You’re pregnant.”

“I’m pregnant!” she cried and then threw herself at him.

He cried out, dropping the test and catching her, and Ember laughed wildly as she kissed him repeatedly. Then, when Kiva came closer, Ember reached out and grasped her and kissed her, too. When Kasumi stepped closer, Ember began to do the same thing, then froze, then awkwardly offered her hand.

Kasumi laughed and hugged her. “Congratulations, Ember.”

“Thank you!” she replied, immediately regaining her excitement. She looked to Lorna and suddenly seemed conflicted. “...shit, this is your big day, and now I come out with this.”

“Don’t be sorry, Ember, it’s fine. It’s good! I’m happy to be here. We should celebrate this!” Lorna replied.

“I would like to,” Ember said, regaining her smile.

“What should we do?” Ethan asked.

“Let’s go out for breakfast! And then go crib shopping!”

“Let’s,” Ethan agreed, and then had to fight to stay upright as she disentangled herself from him. She bounced on her feet in joy and ran off towards the bedroom.


Chapter Six




The first of his real days off passed very quickly.

Mostly it was due to Ember and her exuberance, but also it was owed to his own sense of dislocation.

He was going to be a father.

Throughout the day that they spent mostly in the Marketplace, Ethan found it strange and vaguely amusing. Even last night, when they had been directly discussing it, fatherhood had seemed still so very distant. Something that would happen, eventually, but later, at some unspecified date. And now here it was.

Practically speaking, nothing had changed. And yet it seemed as though everything had changed.

He was happy, to be sure, but he was also more concerned. His worries from the day previous suddenly seemed somehow more prescient, more immediate and dangerous. He did his best to put it all aside, as Kasumi had tried to help him do last night. He found that, for now at least, he could with moderate success.

He spent the whole day with Ember, Kiva, Kasumi, and Lorna. People came and went. There was a great deal of congratulations.

And then he was home, the door closing between them and the rest of the world, and Lorna more or less jumped him.

She had been teasing him all day long, sticking close to him, holding his hand, hugging him, and kissing him quickly, when she thought no one was looking. This had gotten stronger as the hours had passed, and now it seemed to have come to a boil.

“All right, Lorna, you’ve been very patient. You can have him all to yourself now,” Ember said with a knowing smile.

“You’re sure you don’t mind?” she replied, clinging to him now, almost trembling with unreleased sexual tension.

“I’m absolutely sure. Go crazy.”

“Thank you!” She kissed Ethan firmly on the mouth for a long moment, then she leaped into his arms. “Carry me to bed!”

“Yes, ma’am,” he replied.

Ethan carried her right into the bedroom, shut the door with his foot, and then tossed her onto the huge bed that they’d settled on getting for the new house. Lorna cried out and laughed merrily as she bounced. Before she’d even settled, she began the process of kicking off her shoes and getting out of her pants.

“Are you sure about the birth control?” he asked as he shed his shirt.

“Yes, I’m sure,” she replied. “I’ve been taking it very methodically. I’m good about remembering things. I’m not getting pregnant.”

“Good, because I’m going to put that birth control to the test tonight,” Ethan said.

She paused in her undressing and gave him a smile that indeed bordered on feral. “Good,” she growled, and resumed tearing her clothes off.

“You are seriously horny, huh?” he muttered, undoing his belt.

“Yes! I am! I told you that!” She paused suddenly. “Um... am I being too aggressive? You are up for this, right? Or should I wait? Because of all the crawling? I know you’ve had it worse than me.”

“I’m fine, Lorna. I was just teasing you a little,” he replied. “And as for if I’m up for it or not….” He pulled his boxers down, freeing his erection.

“Ah... clearly you’re ready,” she murmured.

“Very,” he agreed and got onto the bed with her.

She was down to her bra and panties now. He leaned down and kissed her, running one hand slowly down her arm and relishing the feel of her shivering in response. She moaned softly as he slipped his tongue into her mouth. Her own came forward to twine and dance with his, and he enjoyed her for a long moment: her taste, the feel of her against him, the scent of her, and the manifestation of her arousal in a dozen subtle ways.

“Here,” he murmured and helped her get the bra off.

Her breasts were exposed, small and high and pale, topped with small, vividly pink nipples. He gently cupped one of them in his grasp as he kissed her again. After a moment, his hand went lower, and lower still until it slipped into her panties.

She gasped, then moaned loudly as he teased her with his fingertip.

“Oh wow,” she whispered, panting now.

“Remember to communicate,” he murmured, then gently slipped his finger into her.

“Ah! Ooh! Okay... that’s-oh! Oh, that’s good,” she panted. “I... will remember. Mmm. Could you-ah, could you... rub-oh yes!” she cried as he began massaging her clit. “Wow. Okay. Yes. You are-they weren’t exaggerating. They said-mmm! Said you were... oh... very good.”

“Apparently,” he replied. “How about I take these off?”

“Yeah, okay,” she panted.

He got down lower and pulled her panties down her slim thighs, revealing her bare pussy. She had a dusting of light brown stubble.

“I, uh, shaved last night,” she murmured.

“I appreciate it,” he replied. “...you okay?”

“Yes. Just... nervous.”

“Any particular reason? I’m about to eat you out.”

“Oh, that isn’t making me nervous. I guess, I’m just thinking... you’re really good at this. And I’m... not? I don’t have... much experience,” she said, shifting awkwardly now.

“Oh. Well, that’s fine, Lorna. It’s not like I’d hold that against you.”

“I know. You’re really nice. I just wanted-I mean, I know I’ve got some stiff competition. Your other girlfriends seem like they really know what they’re doing in bed….”

“Oh. Okay, Lorna, I know you can’t just make yourself stop worrying about something, but you don’t have to worry about that. I’m not entering this relationship because I think you can suck a mean dick. I’m entering this relationship because I’m attracted to you. I respect you and what you bring to the table. We all have strengths, and we all have weaknesses. And honestly? I doubt you’ll be bad in bed. The thing that you have to remember about sex is….” He ran his hands slowly along her slim, firm thighs. “It is very fun to practice and learn.”

She laughed softly, then again, with a bit more intensity. He could actually feel her relax. “That is a good point,” she said. “I guess I’ll just have to do my best.”

“Exactly. And trust me, when things go amiss in bed, it’s actually usually pretty funny.”

“How so?”

“Well, all right, here’s a story. Last week, I was having a threesome with Ember and Kiva. At one point we were all switching places, and Kiva got a little too enthusiastic with her movement. She smacked me right in the nuts. Killed the threesome right then and there. I couldn’t get it back up to save my life.”

Lorna snorted, with her eyes wide, and immediately clapped a hand over her mouth. “I’m sorry, that isn’t funny,” she mumbled from behind her hand, then began laughing harder.

“No, it is! That’s my point! Trust me, Lorna, the only way I’m going to get mad at you is if you try to hurt me on purpose. This’ll go fine. Now, if you’d like….”

“I would very much like,” she said, opening her legs for him as her laughter subsided. “I’ve never actually, um, had this done before.”

“Oh wow, you are in for a treat. Try not to scream too loud, and if you’re having trouble controlling yourself, scream into a pillow.”

“Oh. Uh. All right,” she murmured, beginning to blush.

“Also, just wanted to remind you,” he said as she settled down fully, “you are so fucking beautiful.”

“...thank you,” she murmured, blushing worse now.

Ethan set to work.

He made sure to start slow, given what she had just told him, and tried to get her eased into oral sex. But, after about a minute of slowly licking her clit, it became obvious that she didn’t need or even want much in the way of warming up.

She was ready for it all, so he gave it all to her.

He licked harder, faster, and from the way her eyes popped open much wider and the sounds she began to make, it seemed that he was being very effective.

Lorna lasted about ten seconds before she grabbed a pillow and put it over her face and began to let out muffled screams of ecstasy.

She lasted another thirty seconds before she orgasmed, and then another came a few minutes after that. Her body writhed and trembled as the pleasure ran wildly through her, and then she tossed the pillow aside, gasping for breath and pushing his head away.

“That’s enough... that’s enough…” she panted.

Ethan sat up and studied her with what he was sure was a self-satisfied smile. Her chest heaved as she came down from the climax, and her naked body had a fine sheen of sweat already.

“I can’t think of anything to say,” she murmured.

Ethan chuckled. “That’s fine, Lorna. I think you’ve adequately expressed your feelings so far.”

She laughed weakly. “I guess so... okay, um, my turn?”

“If you’d be willing,” he replied.

“Yes, I am very willing. Especially after that. Fuck. That was really intense,” she muttered as she got up and traded places with him.

He watched as she settled into place, lying on her side to his right. She seemed nervous at first, but as she leaned in and started licking and got a strong response out of him, that apprehension slowly began draining away. By the time she put it fully in her mouth, she seemed almost confident.

“I don’t know what you were worried about, this is going very well,” he said.

She let out a soft laugh and then closed her eyes and began to bob her head faster. The pleasure was a warm wonder, and it seeped into him. She used her lips, tongue, and, near the end, the inside of her cheek, rubbing the head slowly against it.

“Ah, wow, okay,” she said pulling back and working her jaw. “That’s... Ember warned me it would be difficult to keep my mouth open wide enough for you. Um, is that good? I mean, like, a good job?”

“That’s great,” he replied, “how do you want to start?”

“I would love to be on top.”

“Then hop on.”

She seemed giddy as she hurried into position, mounting him and grasping his erection. She began working him into herself, going slowly at first. He had to resist the urge to grab her hips and shove it up into her.

Ember, and now Kiva, had begun doing this, but only to tease him and provoke him into being rougher with them. Lorna kept going until he was all the way inside her, and then she began to ride him. As before, it didn’t take her long to adapt and pretty quickly she was riding him intensely. The pleasure hit like a bullet and began soaking into him like a drug.

“How is it?” she panted, laying her hands on his shoulders and grinning fiercely down at him.

“Amazing,” he replied, grasping her hips.

“I want to go harder.”

“I definitely won’t stop you.”

Her grin became a bit more intense, and her eyes got a little wider as she really started riding him then. It was at that moment that he truly began to realize that despite her petite frame, Lorna had a great deal of energy and tremendous capacity for frantic sex.

She rode him furiously, shaking the bed beneath them, until she had gotten off twice, and then he began to orgasm and fill her with his seed. He grasped her hips and stared up at her trim but wonderfully fit, sweat-slicked body as he came inside of her.

They rested for a moment, and then they went to the bathroom and got into the shower.

After cleaning herself up, Lorna grabbed him and said, “I’m not done yet.”

He lost track of time after that.

All he knew was that at some point much later that night, he ended up gasping for breath beside Lorna. Both of them were utterly covered in sweat, and everyone in the household had gathered, watching silently.

“Okay... now, I’m done,” Lorna panted, then groaned. “I think you threw my back out.”

“You fucking asked for it,” he replied.

“I am so glad we invested in the washer and dryer,” Ember muttered. “You two made such a mess. I don’t think I’ve ever seen such sweat-soaked sheets.”

“I definitely haven’t,” Kiva murmured. “That was... quite the display.”

“I need a drink,” Ethan said.

“You both do. You’ve dehydrated yourselves,” Kasumi replied, approaching with a pair of cups.

“Thank you,” they both said with immense gratitude and downed the chilled water.

“Fuck that’s better,” Ethan muttered, setting the cup aside, flopping back, and yawning.

“Oh no, don’t get comfy,” Ember said, approaching. “Get off those sheets so we can get them changed out.”

“All right, all right,” he groaned, making himself get up. “By the way, that will not be a regular occurrence.”

Lorna laughed as she got up. “Can’t keep up with me?”

“Not when I have three other women in this house who also want to have sex with me I can’t,” he replied firmly.

She laughed harder. “Yeah, that’s fair. And truthfully, I could not do this again tomorrow. Honestly, I’m surprised I lasted that long. And you weren’t fucking kidding about testing the birth control. How many times did you come directly into my pussy?”

“Five?” he replied as Ember and Kiva stripped the bed. “Though there wasn’t anything left in that last one.”

“Go shower,” Ember said. “I’m tired and you know I have trouble getting to sleep if you aren’t there.”

“Okay, I’m going,” he replied. “Come on, you,” he said and scooped Lorna up in his arms.

She shrieked in surprise and then laughed. “How do you have the strength left?!”

“I’m a Crawler,” he replied.

“So am I!”

“Yes, but I was a Crawler for a year, and that’s aside from the hard labor I did.”

“Looks like my heart chose well,” she murmured as he set her in the shower and got it started back up.

“Your heart? Not you?” he asked.

“Well, my heart is the one that chose to obsess over you, I am the one who chose to act on it.”

“You chose well,” Kasumi said, poking her head in, “he will take good care of you. We all will.”

“That’s really true, isn’t it?” Lorna murmured as he joined her in the shower. “We all take care of each other. That’s what I’ve always wanted, what I always fantasized about. I wanted to live with a great guy and a few good friends who all were actually committed to helping each other.”

“You have for sure found that,” Ethan replied.

“Good... that makes me really happy.”


Chapter Seven




“Are you all right, Ethan?” Kasumi asked quietly.

“Fine,” he murmured, yet again scanning the area.

Something was wrong.

He’d had three days of fun, alternating between relaxation and celebration. There’d been some work in there, but not very much, at least not for him or Kasumi. Ember, Kiva, and Lorna. Lorna was now throwing herself into the community helper role thoroughly, while all of his women had insisted that they get their rest in. He’d been reluctant to agree, initially, but they had a point.

He had been grateful last night, as he’d actually felt most of the bulk of the tension that he’d been carrying for weeks now begin to slide away. He had envisioned waking up today, refreshed and ready to tackle the Vast once more.

Only it hadn’t worked out like that.

Nightmares had plagued him all through the night. While he’d felt basically rested in the morning, he had awoken with a pervasive sense of dread and doom. He had expected it to pass, but it hadn’t.

If anything, it had only gotten worse.

Kasumi seemed unwilling to push the line of questioning any further, probably at least not until they got into the actual Headquarters. Ethan found himself studying the guards as he approached Crawler HQ, looking for some sign that something had happened.

But there was nothing.

They were tense, to be sure, but no more than usual.

They all got checked in and hustled inside, hurrying through the airlock of security and coming back to the central hallway that served as the spine for the structure. Again, he could glean no sense of impending bad news from the people on the inside, even his fellow Crawlers.

“I need to talk with Donovan,” he said, striding off down the corridor.

“Is something going on?” Kiva asked.

“I’m not sure. I’ll be in to change out in a few moments,” he replied.

Kiva, Kasumi, and Lorna reluctantly stayed behind, then slipped into the locker room. Donovan’s door was open partway. Ethan didn’t hear any conversation coming from the office, so he gave two sharp knocks.

“Enter,” Donovan said.

Ethan slipped inside and then shut the door firmly behind him.

“What’s wrong?” the captain asked immediately as Ethan took a seat.

“I don’t know, but something is wrong,” he replied.

Donovan had been writing something down but now set aside his pen and folded his hands on the desktop. He stared intently at Ethan.

“What makes you believe this? Did something happen?” Donovan asked.

“No. Nothing. Not a damn thing. I can’t think of a single thing that I heard, smelled, saw, or felt, but something is freaking me out. I had bad nightmares about the Vast all night. Since I woke up, all the way up to right now, I feel like someone’s got a gun barrel trained on me or something. I thought you needed to know about this.”

Donovan gave him a measuring look for a long moment, then frowned reluctantly. “I was worried this might happen,” he said. “This job... eats at you. It takes from you in ways you don’t expect, ways you don’t even realize. Especially during the particularly stressful times. Of which these are, so I think–”

“No, Captain,” Ethan said with a firmness that gave the older man pause. “This isn’t stress. It’s not anxiety or being overworked. I’ve had nightmares before, and I’ve felt stressed before. This is different.”

“How exactly?” Donovan asked. Ethan struggled to answer for a moment as Donovan continued, “I’m sorry. I’m not trying to dismiss you, I just need more to go off of.”

“It’s... the Vast,” he said after a moment as an idea flickered and then lit in his mind… only no, less an idea, and more a revelation.

“The Vast? What do you mean?”

Ethan leaned forward. “I’m feeling the Vast, but in here. In the bastion. When I’m out there, there’s a certain vibe, a sense, an atmosphere. It warns me about danger. It’s my survival instincts reacting to the inherent danger of the Vast, you told me this. I have never, not once, ever felt that inside of the bastion. Nor in Refuge. Not until... the day it fell. I felt it then. In all the chaos, I didn’t realize, but looking back on it, that’s what I was feeling. The Vast has a very specific feeling... something’s going to happen. I don’t know what, when, where, or how, but something is going to happen… to Wayport.”

Donovan continued with the measured look. He sighed finally and ran a hand down his haggard face. “What do you want me to do? Let’s say I completely buy into this warning... what would you have me do? We’ve already shored up our security, which was especially difficult given the fact that the Governor’s sweep cut a full quarter of the staff. We’re covering all the ways into and out of Wayport.”

“Initiate Threat Level Three,” Ethan said.

Donovan straightened up. “You... are asking a lot, Ethan.”

“I know,” he replied quietly.

The captain continued staring at him for a long moment. “Dammit,” he whispered finally. “You aren’t making this easy.”

“Have I been wrong so far?”

“No, not yet, but you will be, eventually. You aren’t perfect, Ethan. You can the read the Vast better than anyone else in this bastion, better than damn near everyone I’ve ever worked with as a Crawler. But that doesn’t make you infallible.”

“I know, and I really want to be wrong, but I really don’t think I am. And if I’m not wrong, and something does happen, we’ll all be a whole lot better off if the general population is aware and ready.”

“You’re right, but there are consequences to doing this, Ethan. It was already a bitch and a half to convince Sinclair to go to Level Two, and only then because we can’t even pretend to hide how many more attacks there have been recently. Hell, she was preparing to move it back down to Level One after the victory at the factory.”

“Is it really going to be that bad? Just to be prepared?” Ethan asked.

“Yes, it is. You grew up in a bastion a tenth this size, so you don’t really understand. You can’t have a population this big living under duress for too long. Problems happen. People get fidgety, people get angry. You get riots, fires, chaos. I promise there’s five hundred people out there right now who want to do something bad, something they know they aren’t supposed to but would if they could. Most of them are held in check by a functioning society.

“You pile on the pressure and their resolve starts to crack. Suddenly going and beating the shit out of that guy who gave you shit last month doesn't seem like such a bad idea. Imagine that, but times five hundred. I’m not saying that I won’t do it. I’m not saying that doing it will immediately rip the bastion apart, but there will be consequences. I can’t do this entirely on a whim.”

“So what then?” Ethan asked. “Believe me, I very much want to pretend this problem is going to go away and I’m just being paranoid, but I... can’t. I can’t shake the feeling. What can I do to help convince you?”

“...fuck,” Donovan muttered after another uncomfortable silence. “I’ve known that feeling once before, and you saying that brought it back to mind. Now this feels like the same damn thing that happened to me four years ago.”

“What do you mean?”

“I went to visit the power station. I was running down some errand when we were too busy, looking for something that had apparently wound up in storage there. Had to wander into some back area that almost no one ever went. I got this bad feeling, really bad. I searched that whole area but found nothing out of sorts. I found the part I was looking for and left, and the bad feeling went away. But I couldn’t stop thinking about it.”

“So, what happened?”

“Two days passed, and it still wouldn’t leave me alone. I finally went back and sure enough, bad feeling came back in the same area. I ordered the work crew to check all their systems, search the place over, and figure out if something was wrong. I even brought in some of my own techs. Kasumi helped. She was the one who found the problem, as a matter of fact.”

“So, there was a problem.”

“Yes. There was a broken junction. It was putting out, uh... what’d they call it? Infa... infrasound, I think. It’s basically sound pitched just below human hearing. You can’t quite hear it, but you can sure feel it. It tends to induce a sensation of dread.”

“Is that what you think is happening?”

“No. If that’s what it was, other people would be feeling it, or you would’ve stopped feeling it after leaving your home. My point is that I was right and went out of my way to prove it. I saved the power station a hell of a lot of trouble. If that junction had blown, and it was going to if they didn’t repair it, it would’ve done some real damage. But I could’ve been wrong. Could have just been a spooky corridor and a bad mood.”

Ethan sighed, nodding. “So, what do we do?”

“Why don’t you go get changed out and send Kiva, Kasumi, and Thatch to my office. I want to talk with them about this.” Donovan chuckled and stood up.

Ethan asked, “You want to see if I’m crazy?”

“I want to see what their opinions on you are. I need a more complete picture, but I’m not writing you off.”

“I appreciate it, and I appreciate the situation I’m putting you in. Thank you for listening. I’ll go send them back.”

Donovan nodded his own thanks, and Ethan slipped out. He found them waiting for him in the main room and pointed them towards Donovan’s office, then went into the locker room. He felt even more antsy and frustrated now. As he changed, he found himself wondering if perhaps Donovan’s doubts were right.

Was he just a level of overworked that he’d never experienced before?

It didn’t feel right at all, but the brain was an extremely tricky thing. He vaguely recalled having all sorts of bizarre thoughts during the odd hours of the night when you came half awake, not quite in the land of the living nor the strange world of dreams.

By the time he was suited up in his uniform and armor, Ethan felt no different about his assertion. Something was wrong, every instinct in his body was demanding his attention, demanding that he recognize this threat and act on it.

But what threat?

What could it possibly be?

Wayport was very well defended. They’d been doing it for years, decades. They had to have all the ways in covered, all the big problems dealt with or at least monitored, right?

He sighed as he headed for Donovan’s office again. Kiva and Lorna were waiting outside. The door was closed. They both looked sympathetic.

“Why didn’t you say anything?” Kiva murmured as he approached.

“I didn’t know what to say,” he replied. “I still don’t, honestly. What did he ask?”

“Mostly just about you, if we noticed unusual amounts of stress, any odd questions or things you might’ve said, signs that you’re not all there,” Kiva replied.

“Did you answer honestly?” he asked.

“I did. And the honest truth is that I think you’re still sane, if overworked. But I told Donovan that I’ve worked with dozens of people out in the Vast, over a hundred now, two hundred probably, and you’re the best Crawler I’ve ever seen in terms of raw read you have on the environment. So if you think something’s... amiss, it probably is.”

“I said basically the same, at least as that first part,” Lorna said.

“If I seem off, you’d tell me, right?” he asked.

“Yes, I would,” Kiva replied, and Lorna nodded. “And I’d hope you’d do the same.”

“I would,” he said.

They stood around for a while after that. After about ten minutes, Ethan had the impression that Donovan wasn’t only talking to Kasumi about Ethan’s state of mind. Finally, right as he was about to knock on the door, as people were gathering impatiently in the corridor, the door opened and Kasumi emerged, followed by Donovan.

“Stark, Eastmore, Indigo, Briefing One. Hertz, Ridge, Thatch, Briefing Two. Kasumi, Kiva, Xander, Briefing Three. Team One and Two will find some reading material already prepped. Get to reading. I’ll be in soon. Ethan, in here.”

Ethan followed Donovan back into his office and shut the door behind him. They sat back down across from each other.

“You have convinced me,” Donovan said. “Once we’re through the briefing, I’m going to meet with Sinclair immediately and push her to advance us to the next level of preparation.”

Ethan felt some measure of relief as he heard those words. “What happened?”

“I was already mostly convinced, and I’ve been wanting to go to Level Three for a few days now as it is. Talking with the others, especially Kasumi, convinced me that while you are working yourself too much, you likely aren’t mistaken about this. Kasumi said she felt something too, though it’s fainter in her, and she couldn’t explain it anymore than you could. She thought it was just paranoia about your recent development going wrong.”

“Recent development?”

That could mean almost anything. Shit, was this about Lorna? That recent development?

“Ember’s pregnancy. Congratulations, by the way.”

“Ah. Thank you.... Any advice?”

Donovan laughed loudly. “Oh shit... we’ve got a lot to talk about. Fatherhood is... actually harder than crawling, now that I’ve done both for a few decades. I guess if there was one big, giant, cumulative piece of advice I could give you that should be worked into your foundation as a father? Communicate.

“Always remember to talk with your kids, and, even more important, to let them know that they can talk to you about anything. They need to figure shit out for themselves eventually, but it’s our responsibility to ensure they do so safely, and that we’re always there for them, helping them how we can. I fucked up the communication thing a couple of times….” He shook his head. “I’m getting off track. We’ll discuss that later. Preferably over a beer or six. But yes, I’m going to talk to the Governor after I send you all off and really try to get her to agree to it.”

“Thank you,” Ethan said with a heartfelt honesty.

“You’re welcome. Now, up, with me. You picked the short straw again for today,” Donovan replied, getting to his feet.

Ethan sighed softly. “Of course, I did.”

“Sorry, you’re just too damn reliable. So are Kasumi and Kiva.”

“You’re sending Xander along.”

He nodded. “Yep. He needs to get his feet wet in some more serious shit. He can do his job.”

“Well, all right then. Trusting you has gotten me this far.”

“That’s the spirit.”

They walked into Briefing Room Three, and Ethan quickly got settled at the table with the other three Crawlers. Donovan’s grim cheer disappeared as he settled completely into his role as Captain, all business and little else.

“Xander, what I’m about to tell you is very privileged information. Your job, your affiliation with the Crawlers, hinges entirely upon you not telling anyone what I now tell you. Got it?”

“One hundred percent, Captain,” Xander replied with a tight nod.

“Knew I could count on you. As you know, over the past several months, the monsters are getting smarter. In all the worst ways. As you might have heard, Saxon recently intercepted an odd, consistently repeating signal of unknown origin. What you don’t know is that these two things are apparently related to each other. Doctor Cross has essentially moved in and has been doing nothing but obsessive research on the unknown signal. She has convinced me that the two are related, though she’s still working on a few tests to actually prove it.

“The obvious question is: where does this get us? Cross is, thankfully, a genius, and Saxon is... somewhere in that general area. They’ve informed me that the next logical step is to find a way to boost our scanners and radios, to learn as much as possible about this signal. Ideally, we need to learn where the fuck it’s coming from and how to stop it. For that, we need some rather specific tech.”

He paused and typed something into his keyboard. The lighting in the room changed as the holographic display flickered into existence. Donovan began to speak but paused in annoyance as the display continued flickering. He banged his fist against the table, and it resolved into a mostly stable image.

“This is HydroElectric Fourteen,” he said, the display showing a rough image of a large glass and steel structure built into the face of a huge wall, overlooking a good-sized cave. “It serves as both a power plant and a sensor array. We recently discovered it after trading for some old data files with a team of traveling merchants. It’s a three-hour walk there and another three back, hopefully. You all need to go there and look after Kasumi as she harvests the tech we need. Then get it back here pronto. Simple.”

“Yeah, simple,” Xander murmured.

“Not easy, but simple. Perhaps straightforward is better,” Donovan said. “Unfortunately, this sends us into territory that we are not familiar with. So, we aren’t sure what you might be facing. I’d send more with you, but we’re still stripping the factory and other things cropped up that really need our attention. And save for Xander, we haven’t had any new recruits since Kiva and Thatch.... So, any questions? Also, Ethan’s in charge.”

“No surprise there,” Kiva said with a smile.

“He’s good at what he does,” Donovan replied.

He fielded a few questions about the terrain that they did know they’d be passing through. The first third or so of the trip was charted, and would take them through at least vaguely familiar places, but beyond that, there was nothing.

Ethan found himself staring at the holographic map that had been called up, memorizing it, but also wrestling with that bad feeling. That ominous, looming dread. He didn’t want to leave Wayport, it felt wrong to do so. But that wasn’t on the table. He had to do this. Besides it being his job, this was crucial to the problems plaguing them.

The bastion could look after itself.

Ember could look after herself… so could Lena.

He still couldn’t shake the bad feeling though, even as they headed for the armory to gear up.


Chapter Eight




“You’re still worried,” Kasumi said, breaking the silence that had fallen over them.

“I am,” Ethan replied. “But there’s not anything I can do about it right now.”

“What are you worried about?” Xander asked.

Ethan hesitated. “Just woke up with a really bad feeling today. Things keep happening outside the bastion, getting worse and worse.... It’s just concerning.”

It wasn’t quite a lie.

“It kinda bothers me sometimes that I don’t have any family in Wayport and that my dating life is... not great. But at times like this, I’m actually grateful,” Xander replied.

“It does make it easier to focus,” Kasumi said quietly. “I’ve had no one and I’ve had people whom I care dearly about. And now that I’m letting people back into my life.... Yes, it does make it harder to focus.”

“Is it worth it?” Ethan asked.

Kasumi smiled a small smile at him. “Yes, Ethan. It’s worth it.”

“Sorry if this is too familiar but... I never thought I’d see you with anyone, Kasumi,” Xander said.

Kasumi laughed softly. “I know. Everyone is surprised. Kind of annoying that everyone is so... insistent on gaining more information. But I suppose that’s just human nature.”

“It is interesting to know about,” Xander replied. “I’ve been guarding Crawler HQ for five years now, and in my experience, Crawlers don’t really date. They definitely don’t settle down. Not until they get older, if they get older….”

“You want to ask a question about us,” Ethan said after a moment.

“Yeah.”

Ethan glanced at Kasumi. “You have always been respectful, Xander, so I don’t mind answering a question.”

“I don’t care,” Kiva said when Ethan looked at her.

“Shoot,” he said.

“It’s nothing terribly invasive, I think, or unique. I’m curious about who is involved? So clearly Kasumi and Ethan, you both are involved with each other. But also, Ethan and Kiva? And I’m reasonably sure I saw Thatch kissing you the other day. I know people hook up, but it seemed like a more... loving kiss? I’m just curious, like I said, Crawlers don’t form long relationships.”

“I now live with Kasumi, Kiva, and Lorna, as well as one other woman, and I am with all four of them. Kiva and the other woman are also together, basically, whereas Lorna and Kasumi are dating only me,” Ethan replied.

“Oh. How does that... work? I feel like there’d be fighting or drama all the time,” Xander asked.

Ethan laughed. “I think we’ve got kind of a perfect storm of personalities. Also, the relationships aren’t that old yet. Not even half a year. Shit, not even a quarter year. But the personalities matter, as do the commitments. We’re committed to making it work and a big part of that is being reasonable.”

“I don’t really get into fights,” Kiva said. “I like things to be calm and quiet... you know, most of the time.”

“The same is true of me,” Kasumi agreed. “I do think it helps a lot that four of the five of us are Crawlers. We tend to burn out our more extreme intentions and desires here in the Vast. When we go home... we just want peace and quiet.”

“Not true of all Crawlers, but very true for us,” Ethan said.

“That kind of gives me hope, at least. I’m... difficult to date. I’m reluctant to let anyone into my life. I also very much like living the way that I want to live. I don’t like deviations,” Xander murmured.

“How old are you?” Kiva asked.

“Twenty-four,” Xander replied.

“Ah. I can’t promise that this will be true for you, but... I was a lot like what you’re describing when I was younger. I’m thirty-two now. As time goes on... it tends to take the edges off your more extreme tendencies. You find yourself relaxing more, and that generally makes you easier to be around. I’m not sure I could have made this relationship work even three or four years ago. It goes easier if you practice it. Try letting someone in, though only if you want to. Some people are fine alone, and that’s fine,” she said.

“I guess so. There’s a girl at the Marketplace who I swear is hitting on me... I don’t know. It feels less viable now than before thanks to, well, this,” he said, gesturing at the tunnel they were currently walking through.

“It does,” Ethan replied, “but at the same time, that kind of makes it more necessary. I think you’d regret it if you didn’t ask her out.”

“He’s right,” Kasumi said. “I like the person I am today, but... I did not need to push as many people out of my life as I did to become this way. It isn’t always as simple as: you can be popular or you can be skilled or good at your job. You can do both. It’s just harder, because people can be intimidating. You can learn to fix a machine, you can learn to shoot a gun accurately, you can learn anything that has rules and consistency, but humans... aren’t so consistent. But it is worth it. The human connection is... a necessary aspect of life. You cannot remove it without suffering, and often that suffering is unnecessary.”

“Probably,” he said after a contemplative moment. “Well, if I survive this trip, maybe I’ll ask her. I guess it can’t be more intimidating than this nightmare.”

“Yeah, the Vast does help put things into perspective,” Ethan muttered.

They fell silent after that, all of them pulled ceaselessly back to their present reality.

So far, things had gone well, as far as trips into the Vast went. They had progressed down the Passageway until locating the proper tunnel and had been following it ever since. They hadn’t run into a single hostile so far.

Normally Ethan would count this as a blessing, but now it just made him paranoid. Were they hiding? Or were they off doing something else, some more sinister? A month ago, he would have dismissed the notion as anxiety, but now it felt all too real.

As he led his squad down the anonymous, earthen passage, Ethan did note that the sense of immediate threat had faded away to the more typical alert foreboding that the Vast normally inspired. If anything, that only made him feel more anxious about his feelings. It seemed to reinforce the notion that something was very wrong around Wayport.

But what, though?

What could he possibly be picking up on that basically no one else was?

While Ethan knew that he could read the Vast, and read it well, he was not under any delusion that he had magical powers. He’d done some research into this ability he had. So far, he’d pieced together that it was less some kind of extra-sensory perception and more that all of his instincts, all the subtle tools a human was provided with to pick up on the fact that something bad was about to happen to them, were both finely tuned and especially sensitive to the underground.

It was his senses: his taste, touch, sight, hearing, and smell, all working in unison to let him know that they were picking up on something. He’d been feeding the senses knowledge for years now, mostly knowledge on the Vast, as he had asked everyone who had come by Refuge when he was growing up to tell him stories and facts about what it was like out there.

For example, he felt a vague shift in the air and caught the barest hint of an echoing drip coming from somewhere up ahead. He knew that they would soon find themselves in a broader cave. Sure enough, a few moments later, the tunnel expanded and opened up into a medium-sized cavern.

They gathered just shy of the entrance. Ethan began a quick series of hand signals, telling Kiva to watch their back and sending Kasumi left and Xander right while he moved slowly to the front. They spread out, checking the area, investigating the shadows, crevices, and hidden places behind stalagmites and boulders.

As with much of the Vast, there were signs of old life: scraps of metal, half-buried in the dirt, a light affixed to the rock overhead, and some cabling wrapped around one of the stalagmites. But there were no footprints, though, no recent signs of passage.

“Clear,” Ethan said and gathered the others up at another tunnel.

As they continued along, he thought the conversation might pick back, but couldn’t make himself say anything else. Apparently, neither could the others. It remained silent as they stalked through the underground. That was something that still bothered him, even now, after dozens of trips out here.

The quiet.

It was so silent in the caves and tunnels. Too often his mind drew comparisons between the Vast and tombs.

Sometimes he found himself thinking that the whole of the Earth was now just one giant graveyard.

And wasn’t it?

Nothing but ashes up there, nothing but miserable humans carving out a life down here.

Sometimes, though, he found himself wondering about the exact opposite. What if there were no ashes up there? What if the whole of civilization was still ticking along, and they were down here, some three miles deep, fighting for their lives in the dark….

That one seemed implausible, especially now that he’d heard from Kasumi. He had come across a handful of people who claimed to have been to the surface, but he didn’t really believe most of them. It was an easy lie to tell.

Kasumi, though, he trusted. If she said she had seen the ashes with her own eyes, then she had.

Still though, some part of him longed to see it for himself. To know for sure. To lay eyes on that mythical, horrifying landscape.

The testament to humanity’s great failure.

These were the thoughts that ate away at him as he led them on. They walked for half an hour, then a full hour, following the map that the techs at Crawler HQ had pieced together based on who knew how many disparate sources of data. At some point, the tunnel they were following began to descend, and it got colder.

Somewhere past the two-and-a-half-hour mark, Ethan began to see his breath on the air.

“Fuck me, it’s cold,” Kiva muttered.

“Any ideas why this is happening?” Ethan asked.

“The wars overhead and the subsequent rapid attempts at colonization down here had a lot of side effects, one of them being some very curious effects on the environment itself,” Kasumi replied. “Although there are also naturally occurring reasons for such a drop in temperature.”

“Don’t suppose this is a good thing, in terms of monsters?” Xander asked.

“Mostly, yes. Although I have heard stories of creatures that lurk exclusively in frozen areas,” she replied.

“Fantastic,” he muttered.

“Whatever we run into, we can handle it,” Ethan replied.

It became colder the farther down the passage they progressed. After another ten minutes they began to see frost forming on the walls. He pressed on, deeper into the frozen gloom, leading his team into the unknown.

All at once, the tunnel opened up into a huge cavern. He raised his fist, then gestured to Xander to watch their back. Kiva and Kasumi joined him where he stood at the threshold, staring into the vast expanse. For once, they could actually see.

Overhead, huge blue crystals were embedded in the ceiling, some three hundred feet up. They gave off a faint blue light that was picked up and reflected heavily by a layer of hard-packed snow on the ground.

The whole area had a ghostly, ethereal beauty that would have been wondrous if it wasn’t so damn ominous.

Something was incredibly wrong with this cavern, but he couldn’t determine what.

A long, long moment passed. It was unnaturally silent, the snow absorbing any sound. From where he stood, it looked pretty straightforward. There was a huge cavern that was mostly empty. Some boulders and the ruined remains of a few moving vehicles lay scattered across the expanse, but he saw no obvious traps or signs of danger.

Directly across from them was the hydroelectric plant, itself covered in ice, a glass and metal wall, frosted over, locked in time. Several of the windows were broken and there was some obvious damage to one side of the front wall, but again, nothing clearly dangerous.

“What’s wrong with this picture?” he asked finally, his voice low.

“I don’t see anything,” Kiva murmured.

“Neither do I, but I feel something,” Kasumi said.

“This sucks,” Ethan muttered after another long minute. “Best way I can see is to just walk right up to the front door, straight line. You agree?”

“I do,” Kiva replied.

“Yes,” Kasumi said.

“Okay. Xander, come here.” Their newest recruit jogged up and joined them. “Do you see anything dangerous out there?”

He waited for a moment as the new Crawler carefully scrutinized the cavern beyond. Ethan felt pretty confident that he was, if not the best, then almost the best reader of environments. All the evidence so far bore that out.

What he had promised himself, however, was that he would not let that go to his head. It didn’t matter if you were a twenty-year vet and expert of the Vast, you could miss things. And someday one raw recruit might pick up on something you missed.

Something a traveling Crawler had told him once was the best way to stay alive was to use every last resource at your disposal, and that included shutting the fuck up and listening if someone said they had an idea or noticed something. They might be wrong, but they might also be right.

He’d much rather be corrected by a rookie than lose a body part.

“I don’t see anything,” he said finally. “Am I missing something?”

“I think we’re all missing something,” Ethan replied. “Something’s wrong with this place, but none of us can determine what it is. That usually means something lethal is hiding in plain sight. Could be Wraiths, although I don’t think it is. Could be nothing. We’re walking to that door right there across the way. Once we get there, Kasumi will begin hacking it open while we provide watch. Got it?”

“Got it,” he replied with a tight nod.

“Okay, diamond formation. I’m in front, Kasumi left, Xander right, Kiva rear. Weapons hot.”

They all gave sharp affirmative responses and then Ethan led them into the huge cave.

The snow crunched beneath their boots. It sounded horrifically loud. He waited for something to happen after taking a dozen steps in and pausing, but nothing changed, not even a little. He kept walking, more cautious now. That bad feeling was still there, and it was getting worse.

No one spoke a syllable as they headed for the hydroelectric entrance. Ethan expected there to be rumbling from the underground river that the facility had to be tapping, but there was none. Perhaps it had dried up, or frozen over?

It didn’t matter.

He kept wanting to look up, at the glowing blue crystals. They were beautiful. Captivating, even. More time passed. More steps were taken.

Nothing continued to happen.

But the sense of impending doom was worse than ever.

Abruptly, something pinged his awareness, and he froze, raising his fist. The others halted behind him. Ethan looked around carefully. They were about in the center of the cavern. There was nothing around them. The nearest hiding space was a boulder some sixty feet away.

So, what the fuck was going on?

Ethan found himself glancing up again, wanting to catch even a fleeting glimpse of the blue crystals overhead, and that seemed to abruptly smack his awareness.

He wanted to keep looking up.

When you wanted to look at something in a dangerous environment, there was a good chance that was being used as a trap. A distraction. But what was he being distracted from? Well, if the distraction was up above him, then there was a good chance that whatever was going to launch the attack would come from the opposite….

Ethan looked down.

For another moment, he saw nothing but snow.

But then he noticed the barest hint of an outline, not far from his boot. Something under the snow. Something long, like a limb or a tentacle.

As he was looking at it and, with a growing sense of absolute terror, getting an idea of its dimensions, the thing under the snow shifted ever so slightly.

Ethan looked around again and suddenly he could see a dozen more things beneath the snow.

All around them.


Chapter Nine




For a second, Ethan felt completely locked up.

He couldn’t move a millimeter.

Now that he could actually recognize them for what they were, he realized that they were surrounded by these... tentacles? He wasn’t sure what they were. He slowly turned towards Kasumi, got her attention, then pointed towards the ground.

She frowned and followed his finger. He could tell she hadn’t realized it yet. She looked at him again inquisitively and he pointed more urgently, this time leaning forward as far as he dared and aiming his finger slowly along the length of the nearest protrusion beneath the snow.

Kasumi eyed it carefully, and then the penny dropped.

Her eyes widened, and she immediately began to look around herself.

Okay, they needed to backtrack the fuck out of here before these things, whatever they were, came awake. He prepared to warn Kiva and Xander as he had Kasumi, but when he glanced back at Xander, he realized that more of the tentacles had moved oh so silently in behind them.

Effectively blocking off their route.

“Hostiles, in the snow, all around us,” he whispered to Kiva and Xander when it became clear they were very rapidly running out of time.

“What... oh my fucking God,” Xander whispered.

“What are they?” Kiva whispered.

“I don’t know, but we have to figure something out right now, or–”

All around them, snowy pandemonium began.

A dozen pale blue tentacles snapped up out of the snow and began reaching for them with a horrifying speed. Immediately, all four of them opened fire. Ethan emptied his magazine into the nearest collection of appendages. Blood, so vibrantly orange it looked artificial, sprayed across the snow and ice.

He was reaching for a fresh magazine as his rifle ran dry when a tentacle snapped forward and looped around his wrist. He growled, struggling to get free, then shouted in surprise as it yanked him forward with a terrifying strength.

That seemed to knock some sense into him and he let his gun hang. With his free hand, he grabbed the thing that he had been carrying with him as part of his load out ever since the incident with the tentacular creature in the water a few months back. Grasping the blade hilt attached to his belt, he yanked it free and pressed the deployment button.

The machete’s blade snapped up out of the hilt and locked into place. Hauling back, he brought the blade down on the tentacle wrapped around his wrist and severed it in an instant. Bright orange blood splashed his armor, and he chopped again as a second tentacle came for him.

“Get to the building!” he snapped, turning and seeing how the others were doing.

Not well. They all had tentacles on them.

He leaped forward and began chopping in quick, economical slices. Monster skin was cleaved, tentacles were severed, and more mutant blood sprayed across them in a hideous rain. Now the snow all around them was raging and trembling.

As they began running in a group once he’d freed them, new forms began bursting up out of the snow.

“What the fuck are these!?” Kiva demanded.

“Target practice!” Ethan snapped and hastily reloaded.

From there, it was running and gunning as the new creatures shook off the snow and came after them with ravenous shrieks and whipping appendages. He got a good look at one of them as it finished emerging from the snow ahead of him. They were tall, easily seven feet, and covered in the same pale blue flesh that looked the color of a frozen over puddle in a pale light. They were basically humanoid, though their legs seemed to be multi-jointed, but where there should be arms, each had a cluster of three tentacles jutting out.

And their faces….

Most of the thing’s face was dedicated to a huge, circular mouth lined with teeth. Above that black hole of a mouth were a pair of deep-set silver eyes.

Ethan sent a burst of bullets into this one’s huge mouth and most of its head came away in an awful visceral burst of chunky gore and bright orange blood. Okay, so, very strong in terms of what they could do, but actually pretty brittle when it came to their physical bodies.

Well, not a terrible combination.

“Ethan!” Kiva screamed.

He dug in his heels, skidding to a halt, and turned back. A tentacle had her by the ankle and was trying to drag her off. Kasumi and Xander had both gotten ahead of him at this point. He aimed and fired, blowing the appendage in half and then he hauled Kiva to her feet. They both kept firing as they sprinted to rejoin the others.

A very long forty seconds later and they were at the entrance.

“Get it open!” Ethan snapped as he turned around and surveyed the situation.

Kasumi didn’t respond as she instead dove immediately into work.

“Hold the line!” Ethan yelled, spying some two dozen more of the creatures racing towards them in a nightmarish wall of mutated flesh and whipping, waving tentacles.

All three of them shouldered their rifles and opened fire. A solid barrage of bullets chopped through the air and hit their ranks. Shrieking and the roar of gunfire filled the air as they hosed the awful things down. Orange blood flew and tentacles flailed.

A pair of them fell, then twice that, then twice that. A dozen died, wilting beneath the bullets.

More were bursting up out of the snow.

Ethan hastily reloaded, doing some rapid calculations in his head. They were fairly fragile, but they were so damned fast, and strong. His wrist was aching badly now, and he didn’t want to think about what would happen if one of those things got around his neck.

“Got it!” Kasumi shouted.

He heard the sound of a door opening up very slowly, squealing and shrieking as it moved. Ethan finished emptying his magazine and then took his machete back up from its place on his belt. He barely managed to snap it up in time and cut through a reaching tentacle as one of the creatures got far too close for comfort.

“Move!” Kasumi snapped, stepping up beside him and hosing down the advancing horde with her rifle.

Ethan got inside and performed the barest sweep he could manage of the room beyond to make sure nothing was waiting to kill them on this side, then spun back around and prepared to defend the others.

Kiva was ducking inside already. Xander was behind her. The moment he was clear Ethan dropped his machete and rifle, drew his pistol and emptied half the magazine into the central mass of another monstrous apparition that was bearing down on Kasumi. She took the opportunity to flee and all but dove through the opening.

“Close it!” Ethan snapped as he kept firing.

She was already doing that, going to work on the interior panel. As he finished emptying the magazine and began a hasty reload, he abruptly realized that all the creatures were now retreating.

“What the fuck?” he muttered.

“What’s happening?” Kasumi asked.

“They’re running,” he replied.

“All of them are,” Kiva said.

Ethan glanced quickly back into the room they’d come to. It was big and empty, all that remained was a circular desk near the center and nothing more.

“...shit,” he growled.

“What? This is good, right?” Xander asked.

“In this moment? Yes. But why are they running? They didn’t seem particularly bright. They were running straight into gunfire. So that means there’s a really good chance there’s something in this building that’s hurt and scared them enough times that they know to steer the fuck clear of it,” Ethan replied.

“Oh. Fuck,” Xander said, looking deeper into the structure.

They all jumped as Kasumi finished her job and the door shut again. It finished grinding back into place as she brought her rifle back into play.

“Now what?” Xander asked.

“Now we find a map of this place,” Ethan replied. “And keep a very sharp eye and ear out for whatever might be lurking in here.”

“Maybe it’s dead,” Kiva murmured.

“If only we could be so lucky,” Kasumi said.

“We’re going to assume it’s alive and dangerous. Everyone reload. Make sure you’re switched on and ready to keep fighting,” Ethan replied firmly.

He took a moment to clean the blood from his blade before snapping it back into its hilt and returning it to its place on his belt. He checked over his pistol, holstered it, then retrieved and reloaded his rifle. Once everyone was ready, he took point again, leading them across the vacant ingress. Their boots echoed in the silence that had befallen them, the sound taking on a sinister quality after what had just happened.

There was just a single other way out of the room and they marched up to it. Nothing came at them and thankfully the strange blue light from the crystals reached in there through the windows, ensuring a lack of shadows.

Ethan led them right up to the exit, which lacked an actual door, and there he stopped.

And stood.

And listened.

He waited for the building to speak to him, reveal to him its secrets. He knew Kasumi and Kiva were doing the same. It was amazing what you could pick up on if you just waited for a moment, listened, smelled, and saw.

Beyond the threshold lay a broad, tall corridor that stretched away to either side. There were a few other doors visible from where they stood, the only one of them marked clearly indicated that it was a bathroom.

Finally, he relaxed, just a little. “I hear nothing.”

“Neither do I,” Kasumi said, and Kiva murmured in agreement.

“So, it could be anything in there,” Xander muttered.

“Yep,” Ethan agreed. “Okay, keep it tight and let’s find that map and get the fuck out of here. If we are extremely lucky, we can do our job and leave before running into anything else that wants to kill us. Come on, this way.”

“Why this way?” Xander asked.

“A hunch.”

They struck off down the passage to the left.

Ethan shined his light into the open doorways as they passed them one by one, seeing if there was anything worth checking out. The first was the bathroom he’d noticed. The next one led down another large corridor. The two after that were both empty rooms, stripped of anything useful. Not a great sign. The light wasn’t as good in here and so the corridor ahead of them was lost to darkness.

He kept expecting something to appear out of that darkness as their lights pushed it back. His mind was already working on conjuring up terrors from the depths. Was it something he knew or something he’d never seen before that was in this concrete and metal labyrinth?

Or was there nothing?

Or was there finally something waiting for him in here that he couldn’t defeat?

He’d heard stories of unkillable things in the Vast. Invincible nightmares that were bulletproof, flameproof, didn’t react to explosions or electricity, could dig its way out of a cave-in no matter how many tons of rock came down onto it.

At this point, he didn’t believe it. For the most part. Those things he’d run into, the bulletproof monstrosities, had both been killed. It had just been a pain in the ass. But he knew it might be true. There might really be some one-in-a-billion mutation out there that couldn’t be put down. Ethan forced himself to stop following that particular path of thought.

The world was presently scary enough as it was.

They came to the end of the corridor and kept moving down another. Ethan wasn’t quite sure how he knew, but he felt extremely confident they were getting closer to something important. Maybe there was some commonality in the way they built buildings, no matter if it was a hydroelectric plant or a storage outpost or a comms center, they all subconscious guided you towards certain things with tiny environmental markers and clues.

Sure enough, after another five minutes of wandering around the desolate, freezing building, they opened a door and found a security station. Kasumi made quick work of the console they found, making some simple repairs and then attaching a portable power source to it.

Ethan found himself pacing in the small room anxiously. Kiva and Xander were in the corridor beyond, keeping watch in both directions, making sure nothing was sneaking up on them. He felt convinced there was something in there with them, but so far, they hadn’t found a single trace of recent activity.

“Got it,” Kasumi said. “Got a map. Copying it now.... There’s a relatively direct route we can take to get into the array, and it’s a type I’m familiar with. I can figure out if we can get what we need to get in just a minute and if it’s there, I can have it out and secured in about five.”

“All good news, I don’t suppose there’s another way out of here that doesn’t involve going back through the cavern?” Ethan asked.

“There is, actually. The sensor array connects to another tunnel that curves back around to one of the smaller caverns we passed through getting here,” she replied.

“Thank fucking Christ,” he muttered. “Don’t suppose you found anything at all that might tell us if something is in here with us?”

“Unfortunately, no,” she replied.

“Figured. Okay, go relieve Kiva and send her in here, we all need to memorize the route.”

Kasumi nodded and slipped out as he began studying the screen. After about ten minutes all four of them had memorized the route and basic layout. Ethan recovered the power cell she’d used to fire up the console, and they started following the route.

The tension got worse as they plunged deeper into the structure. Luckily, they only had to traverse a few big, empty corridors before arriving at the bottom of a stairwell. He stood at the base of the stairs, then shined his flashlight up the shaft. The stairs wrapped around the interior six times. Great. Ethan loved trudging up flights of stairs while wearing a full goddamned survival and combat kit.

He began lowering his flashlight when a sound came to him. A strong, marrow-freezing, heart palpitation-inducing sound.

A low, long groan that sounded almost, but not quite, entirely inhuman.

It came oozing down the stairs to them, a slow sound that seemed to personify dread.

He stared up there for a long moment, then looked at the others, who stared back at him grimly.

Gritting his teeth and willing his body to move, Ethan resumed leading them into the not quite dead complex.


Chapter Ten




Ethan reached the summit of the stairwell without anything happening.

It had been a long, miserable climb, mostly because he kept pausing and looking up. So far, the sound they’d heard hadn’t repeated itself, nor had any other sounds come to them, but that was in no way reassuring.

If anything, it was somehow more worrying.

There was only a single doorway awaiting them at the top, and it admitted them to a frigid corridor that extended away about twenty feet. Doors awaited them to either side, with a big set at the opposite end.

None of this seemed to matter, however, in the face of the frosted over blood sprayed all along the interior of the hallway. It was smeared and streaked and splattered across almost every surface. The doors had all been bashed in or ripped open. Ethan stood staring for a very long time and only his many missions into the Vast and the knowledge that they needed to go in there got him going again.

He moved carefully into the bloodied hallway, stopping to check each door as they passed. Whatever they led to had been lost in the chaos, as each interior was wrecked thoroughly. The tension mounted as they reached the opposite end of the corridor and stepped into an antechamber. The two main halls that connected the sensor array crossed here, admitting access to the whole structure.

Each door had been broken open, each corridor seemed to be mired in the same display of blood and gore.

The place felt doomed and them with it.

None of the halls showed anything alive, and the mess was too intense to get any kind of sense of passage or where the creature might be.

Or what it might be.

Ethan hadn’t heard anything like that noise before, and neither had the others.

With nothing else to do, they broke left. This would lead to the array itself, while the corridor dead ahead would lead to their secondary exit. Hopefully whatever the hell lurked here was residing in the other corridor.

Progress was slow as they were careful not to make any noise and, more significantly, not slip on the frozen blood. The cold was beginning to get to him by now. Ethan could feel his face starting to go numb, which was kind of nice, because the frigid air was eating away painfully at his exposed flesh. They had to get out here and soon.

The corridor’s end came at last and they passed through it into a room packed with gear and high-tech equipment, most of it affixed to the walls and covered in frost.

“Fuck,” Ethan muttered.

The place had been shredded.

“We might be okay,” Kasumi murmured as she slipped inside and began moving among the tech. “This stuff was built pretty durably and most of the damage looks to be to the exterior casings. Watch my back, I need to concentrate.”

“Got it,” Ethan replied quietly.

He slipped back out into the corridor and had Xander go inside the room to provide direct over watch, while he and Kiva kept watch out here. He could read the tension in her stance and her stony expression, and he imagined she could read the same in his.

Time began to pass, slowly and coldly.

Somewhere else in the complex, something metallic dropped heavily and sent a loud clanging bang echoing down the corridors. Both of them tensed up immediately, weapons raised. Ethan thought he could hear something moving around, but it was difficult to parse given how loud his own heart sounded at that moment.

Another long, dreadful moment passed.

In the silence left following the loud sound, another rose, already horribly familiar. That long, agonizing, menacing groan.

It seemed to so very subtly rattle his bones as he heard it.

“Kasumi, maybe hurry up in there,” he said quietly as he poked his head back in.

“I’ve found the part we need, and I’m extracting it,” she replied.

“Good.” He retook his post next to Kiva. “You’ve never heard anything like this? You’re sure?”

“I mean I’ve heard stuff like it, but not exactly this,” she murmured. “You get so that you can pick up on certain things, certain subtle differences. Inversely, you can pick up on it when you haven’t heard it before, and I haven’t heard this before. I’ve never heard that specific pitch before, and something is buried in the sound... it’s layered. Almost like it’s two things making a noise at nearly, but not quite, the same time, a strange resonance... it’s scaring the shit out of me.”

“Yeah, me too,” he muttered. “This goddamned cold isn’t helping.”

“I’m finished,” Kasumi said, appearing abruptly in the corridor with them, Xander in tow. “We can go.”

“Come on,” Ethan replied, sparing not a second as he led them back the way they’d come.

He hurried them down through the gruesome mess and then slowed as they approached the antechamber. It should be relatively simple to just slip through it and down the corridor and out the side entrance. Ideally.

But some nightmare creature might be silently waiting for them, some new thing that would be all too eager to rip their spines out.

He heard nothing, smelled nothing different. Ethan inched up to the threshold, careful to keep himself pressed to one side of the corridor with the others following in a tight line, and then slowly peered into the antechamber.

Nothing.

He saw nothing in the corridor across from them, either.

That might not keep though, so he quickly urged them into the crossroads and down the final stretch of corridor. The four of them hustled down it. Ethan began to give in to his fear because it was spiking intensely.

At first, he thought it was because they were so close to escape, but as they reached a small galley and made for the checkpoint at the rear that would let them out, he was hit by such an intense feeling of cold he thought he’d been stabbed in the back of the neck.

From the way the others reacted, it happened to them too.

Something was coming.

Whatever horrific nightmare called this frozen metallic labyrinth home knew they were here.

He wasn’t sure how he knew, but he did. That strong sense of cold began to get worse, slowly numbing him, and he broke into a run.

“Go! Now!” he snapped.

As they reached the checkpoint, he found it open, a dark, icy tunnel yawning beyond it. Ethan urged them on ahead of him as he pulled out an explosive charge and hastily activated it.

“What are you doing!?” Kiva demanded.

“Just go!” Ethan snapped, slapping it into place and then priming it.

The cold was getting even worse.

The structure around him began to tremble, although it was less of an actual physical trembling and more of a visual one, almost like he was suddenly seeing the world through a heat haze or the barely visible fumes of a noxious gas.

Pulling out the detonator, Ethan backed up through the exit, staring back into the galley and the corridor beyond it.

He wanted to see it, just for an instant.

And then he did.

And regretted it immediately.

Ethan hit the detonator almost the instantly he laid eyes on the creature, so he was left with only a fleeting image of a strange, shifting, swelling darkness shot through with lines of glowering light the color of a red so deep it conjured primal images of almost-black magma in the core of the Earth itself.

And he felt its awareness of him.

For an instant he felt an alien, seething presence inside of his own mind.

And then the charge blew, and the ceiling collapsed, blocking off the checkpoint and the array.

“Run!” he screamed, blind terror overwhelming him.

The others didn’t hesitate or argue, they ran with him.
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“What the fuck was that?” Xander demanded as he caught his breath.

“I have zero clue,” Ethan panted, sweat pouring down his face.

He had never run so fast or so far in his life.

Ethan wasn’t sure how long they had been going, only that the utter and total terror that had been struck into his soul by a glimpse of that creature had fueled him for quite a good distance.

“What did you actually see, Ethan? Because I didn’t see anything,” Kasumi asked.

“Yeah, I didn’t either,” Kiva murmured.

“I saw... something,” Xander muttered.

“I don’t know. It definitely didn’t look like anything I’ve seen or heard about before. It was... dark. Black and red. It seemed like….” He hesitated, reluctantly thinking back to the creature, which had been reduced to a single still image in his mind now, and not a very sharp one at that.

“What, Ethan?” Kasumi pressed.

“I don’t know. Like... blood in water. It didn’t seem... entirely solid. Like... mist,” he muttered.

“I felt something, on the back of my neck,” Kiva said.

“So did I,” Kasumi agreed. “We definitely need to file a report and build a new dataset about this thing.”

“Yeah... we should keep going,” Ethan said, looking anxiously back over his shoulder.

They had made it all the way back to the cavern that they’d been looking to link up with and despite his burning lungs and muscles, he wanted to keep pushing.

“No,” Kasumi replied with a firm tone, “we need rest, Ethan.”

“I think we can keep going,” he said, but he wasn’t too certain.

“Ethan,” Kasumi said, stepping up to him and looking into his eyes, “you aren’t thinking clearly. We need a break. What if we run into something on the way back? We need rest to focus.”

He stared back at her, then nodded. “Yeah... right. Sorry. I just, uh... that thing scared the shit out of me, and I really want to get back.”

“I know, I do too, but we have to maintain objectivity out here.”

“Right. Okay, have a seat, ten-minute break,” he said.

“Thank God,” Xander muttered as he sat down and put his back to a nearby boulder.

“You holding up okay?” Ethan asked as he did the same with Kiva and Kasumi.

“More or less,” he replied. “Mostly I’m relieved you passed the test.”

“What test?” Ethan asked.

“The leadership test. Someone stood up to you and told you that you were wrong, and you responded how you’re supposed to respond. It’s deeply relieving. I’ve seen enough men and women get power when they shouldn’t because they can’t handle being wrong,” Xander replied.

“Yeah, that’s true,” Kiva said. “I’ve seen too many people bring along experts on a given subject into the Vast to help them stay alive... and then fucking ignore the experts when they tell them something they don’t want to hear.”

“Usually they don’t survive,” Kasumi said, “which itself isn’t entirely tragic. But what’s truly tragic is that they all too often get other people killed, too.”

“Thankfully I don’t give much of a shit about being right,” Ethan said.

“What do you give a shit about?” Xander asked.

“Completing my mission and ensuring everyone I bring out into this fucking hellscape comes back home with me intact. That is where my interest begins and ends. If someone else can tell me what to do to ensure that happens, I’m glad to heed the advice.”

“That is extremely good to hear,” he said.

“You don’t seem to have much to prove,” Kasumi murmured after a moment of staring at him contemplatively.

“I guess not,” Ethan agreed. “Wonder why.”

“Human psychology is so complex and varied that it’s probably impossible to tell for sure,” she replied.

“It makes you so much easier to get along with,” Kiva said. “So many ‘tough guys’ want to argue over fucking everything. Every little thing. A few years back, there was this little bastion, maybe fifty people... well, more of a trading post than a bastion, really. But people came and went. I was pretty wiped after a two-week expedition, so I rented a cot in a closet to rest up. I didn’t last two days in that place, because every motherfucker wanted to argue. Over the tiniest things. It was exhausting and intolerable. I grabbed my shit and walked. I’d rather put up with the Vast than fucking argue with dipshits over nothing.”

“I feel similarly,” Kasumi said.

Ethan just grunted and put his head back against the rock. He closed his eyes. He could still see the creature in his mind’s eye. There were definitely going to be nightmares about that thing, he knew that much.

At some point he checked his watch and found that their ten minutes was up. With a heavy sigh he slowly got back to his feet. “All right, come on.”

The others rose silently, and they resumed their journey.

For a time, they walked in without speaking, retracing their steps back through the tunnels, back towards Wayport. Towards safety and sanctuary. As they got back into more familiar territory, he began to get worried. They hadn’t been attacked yet, not by a single thing. Conversation tried to start but didn’t seem to be able to persist, like a fire that wouldn’t catch.

And then, right as they were coming back to the Passageway that connected them to Wayport, Ethan was not just hit but struck by that same feeling he’d had when he’d woken up. That something was hideously, lethally wrong.

This time when it hit, it didn’t freeze him, it sent him sprinting as fast as he could.

“Something’s wrong! Get to Wayport!” he screamed.


Chapter Eleven




He could tell something was wrong the moment he caught sight of the front wall.

Ethan pushed himself harder. Even from this distance he saw that something was burning, there was a hole in the wall, and there were bodies everywhere. Dozens of them. He could hear the distant chatter of machine gun fire as he drew closer.

Kasumi dashed ahead of him, moving faster than he’d ever seen her. He pressed himself to the limit, racing down the Passageway full tilt. Abruptly, he was running through blood, a sea of it. Some tiny measure of relief hit him as he realized that the corpses piled up around the front wall were mostly Mantises with some mutated humans mixed in.

The very door he’d been let in through a few months ago was now completely torn open and beyond it lay at least half a dozen corpses. Wild, naked fear ran jaggedly through his whole body like a cold fire as he followed Kasumi into the breach.

Beyond it lay a vision torn straight from his sickest, more terrifying nightmares.

The Marketplace burned.

Crawler HQ was surrounded by dead bodies.

There was blood and smoke in the air.

People screamed and guns fired.

Somewhere, a baby was crying.

Ethan took it all in with just a glimpse and then he was rushing recklessly forward. He could see uncertain shapes moving among the shacks and stalls.

“Get in there! Save them!” he heard himself scream.

A sense of odd dislocation had swept across him and he felt like he was moving without his own volition as he scrambled into the Marketplace and came upon a scene of chaos. A security guard lay dead and bleeding, still twitching occasionally, and a trio of Mantises were advancing on a few people hiding in a food stall, brandishing knives as they grit their teeth and tears ran down their soot-and-bloodstained faces.

Ethan shouldered his rifle and popped off three shots in rapid succession, each bullet chopping efficiently into the back of the Mantises’ misshapen skulls and spraying their green gore across the area. Another one came rushing in from between a pair of shacks and its head snapped back in a spray of fresh blood as Kiva ran up beside him.

Spying an abandoned pistol by the dead guard, Ethan snatched it up and slapped it on the counter of the stall the civilians were hiding in.

“Defend yourselves, he’s probably got more ammo on him,” he said, and then he was off again before he could hear their response.

Blood and death surrounded him as never before.

With Kiva and Kasumi and Xander backing him up, Ethan began cutting through the Marketplace, killing anything that wasn’t human. It mostly looked like Mantises and mutants, but he saw a few Strays among the dead and even a Wraith.

What the fuck had happened?

That didn’t matter right now. The only thing that mattered was saving as many people as possible as fast as possible. All of his exhaustion felt banished in that instant as he raced into a central clearing where he found Donovan and Casten and several guards opening fire on a cluster of Mantises and mutants boiling out from between the structures.

“Friendlies!” Ethan screamed as he opened fire, adding his own bullets to the mix.

Donovan threw one quick glance his way and the look of relief on his harried, haunted face was one of the strongest expressions of emotions Ethan had ever seen out of the man. He and others helped wipe out the encroaching wave of hostiles, blowing them away as quickly and carefully as they could. There had to be any number of people hiding among the Marketplace all around them.

Ethan cried out as a mutant climbed halfway up a shack and threw itself at him. He barely managed to grasp it with his free hand and then use its own momentum to roll it off his shoulder and slam it into the ground. There it lay, struggling, and he stuck the gun barrel in its mouth and pulled the trigger, then moved onto the next one.

More blood sprayed, more bullets flew, more people screamed.

The staccato flares of gunfire painted everything in flash frozen images.

Another Mantis fell before him, taking the last of his current magazine, and as he ejected the spent mag and slapped a fresh one in, Ethan looked around and found that no more hostiles were coming in. It had gotten horribly silent, the only sounds that of people panting, something burning, distant gunfire, and several people crying.

“Xander!” Donovan snapped, jarring Ethan out of his thoughts. “Take Williams and Fuller and go secure Crawler HQ right this second, prepare to receive civilians.”

“Yes, sir! Come on!” Xander replied, hustling off with two of the other guards.

“Casten, stay here and secure the Marketplace with the rest of the guards. Start getting people to Headquarters once you get an all-clear from Xander. Kiva, you’re going to stay here and help stabilize the wounded.”

“Got it,” Kiva replied, moving immediately to one of a handful of civilians that they had been defending.

“Ethan, Kasumi, you’re with me,” he said.

“Wait, have you sent anyone to the Pit?” Ethan asked.

“I sent Thatch and a pair of guards off when this whole mess started,” he replied. “And right now, we’ve got bigger priorities. I need you two with me, that’s a direct order.”

“Yes, sir,” Ethan forced himself to say.

“Were there any more coming in through the front gate? In the Passageway?” he asked.

“No, we saw nothing but corpses out there,” Ethan replied.

“That’s good at least. Fuck! What a fucking nightmare. Come on!”

It took every ounce of willpower Ethan had not to go running off to the Pit, to make sure Ember and Lorna were okay, and to leave Kiva behind here at the Marketplace, but in the end he did it. His sense of responsibility won out.

The bastion came first, it had to.

“What the fuck happened?” Kasumi demanded as they followed Donovan out of the Marketplace.

“Still trying to figure that out. They were coming out of everywhere! We had barely any fucking warning! They ripped through the front gate, and I know for a fact they’re getting in from other places, too,” Donovan replied as he pulled out his radio. “Ridge, report in.”

“Governor’s secure at City Hall, I’m coming back down, there’s no hostiles left up here, and she’s got enough security already,” Ridge replied.

“Fine. Can you see where they’re coming from? Has anyone found that out yet?”

“Not yet, but I’m heading for the overlook right now,” Ridge replied.

“Good. Hertz? Give me something,” Donovan said, pressing on.

“We’re holding the Power Station but only just! There’s a million of these fuckers out here!” Hertz yelled, barely audible over the sound of machine gun fire and screaming monsters.

“Gonna send you some backup! Can you tell where they’re coming from?” he asked.

“No!” was the only reply. And then, “Hurry for fuck’s sake!”

“Kasumi, go to the Power Station and do whatever it takes to keep it secure,” Donovan said.

“Yes, Captain,” Kasumi replied and sprinted away in that direction.

“Been nothing but running and gunning for the last half an hour,” Donovan growled as he came to a halt and looked uncertainly about. “Sent all the Crawlers off to defend where I could... tell me you got what you needed out there.”

“We got it,” Ethan replied.

“Captain, I’m at the overlook,” Ridge said, his voice coming through a haze of static. “I can see where the bulk of them are coming from: the new tunnel we’ve been digging. There’s dozens of them crawling out. I’m coming down now to help.”

“You got explosives?” Donovan asked as he took off with Ethan.

“Yes, Captain.”

“Good, get down here and grab any motherfucker with a gun you see, this is top priority! We need to close that fucking tunnel!”

“On it.”

“Hey! Eastmore! Get your ass over here!” Donovan shouted.

Ethan saw the other Crawler battling a half dozen Mantises as they advanced on him, a machine pistol in each hand, screaming and laughing as he blew them away. More were coming, even as the others were cut down. Ethan had to admit, the man could shoot, and was clearly not handicapped by fear in the slightest.

When it became obvious that he was too busy with the encroaching creatures, they shifted forward and kept up their own rates of fire. Ethan pumped four rounds into a Stray, then turned the barrel on a shrieking mutant. He stitched a bloody line up its bare, pallid torso and then popped a shot right between its malignant eyes.

As they exterminated the last of them in the immediate area, Eastmore took a frenzied look around and then began setting off deeper in.

“Eastmore! Eastmore!” Donovan screamed.

For a moment, Ethan really thought the man was just ignoring them, but when he finally looked back at them, there was a worrying distance in his gaze, like he wasn’t completely present at the moment. It seemed to clear a little as he saw them.

“What, Captain?” he asked finally.

“Back me up! We’ve got to collapse a tunnel they’re coming in through! I need help shooting my way inside!” he snapped, gesturing urgently to the path that would take them to the work tunnel.

“Let’s fucking do it!” Eastmore screamed and began sprinting in that direction.

“Fucking Christ wait for me!” Donovan roared.

He and Ethan took off after the crazed man, quickly catching up to him.

It felt impossible that this was the very place he had walked not but a few months ago to get his first job. Was the foreman dead? The workers? Probably, it was before quitting time. God, that was depressing.

But there was no time for that now.

Wasn’t that always the case?

Emotions were a luxury in the face of the shrieking, deranged bedlam the universe could devolve into with less than a seconds’ warning.

Suddenly, they caught sight of the tunnel entrance.

It looked like the mouth of Hell.

The bodies were everywhere, in bits and pieces, everything bathed in a river of multicolored blood. And more of them were coming. They were being mitigated somewhat by a group of guards who had gained some high ground on the second tier and were shooting everything that came out.

“Hold the line!” Donovan yelled as he, Ethan, and Eastmore formed up and laid down a barrage of fire into the tunnel.

Ethan could see what looked to be easily a hundred of the bastards rushing forward through the passage. They were mostly Mantises and mutants still, which worried him deeply. He’d never seen them or heard of them working in unison before, and they clearly were here.

He hosed the encroaching horde down, watching as bullets punched holes into the alien bodies of the creatures, blood spraying in geysers. He watched them fall beneath the gunfire and vanish under the stomping feet of the others, stepping over their fallen brethren without hesitation.

“Let me get a grenade in there!” Eastmore shouted as he reloaded.

“Negative! We need to bring the tunnel down properly! Ridge is coming with bombs!” Donovan replied.

They went through two more overlapping waves of gunfire before the man abruptly appeared. He called a warning and then stepped up next to Ethan. He was holding an assault rifle like the others, but it almost looked like a toy in his massive grasp. With his help, they managed to stem the flow of creatures in another few moments.

“Ridge, do you have it?” Donovan asked as he reloaded again.

“Check. Got enough shaped charges to bring this tunnel down,” he replied.

“Good. You and Ethan have that responsibility. Guards, Eastmore, you all are going to be with me. We need to make sure nothing gets in behind us and also see if anyone survived in there. Now let’s go!” he snapped and led the way into the tunnel.

Inside, the passage reeked in a way Ethan had never experienced before. The smell of freshly spilled blood and guts didn’t so much invade his nose as explode into his brain. He found himself coughing at the caustic, horrific mix of gun smoke and blood and shredded corpses. He pushed on relentlessly, keeping pace with Donovan and the others as they almost waded through the field of dead bodies.

Occasionally a shot would ring out as they passed a surviving Mantis or mutant, but it really did seem like they’d managed to kill the rest of them in the immediate area. The corpses thinned out after a time and Donovan, the guards, and Eastmore hung back.

“I just need about sixty seconds,” Ridge said to Ethan as they pressed on into the gloom.

“Check,” Ethan replied, “I’ve got your back.”

They kept walking, keeping the pace brisk, as they had no idea how much longer they had before more came. Questions that demanded answers kept trying to crowd in on Ethan as he continued down the bloody passage, but he crushed them ruthlessly. Sounds came echoing to him as he pressed deeper, and he tried not to let his gaze linger when he spied some decidedly human remains on the ground.

If he hadn’t taken the job, those could have easily been his remains.

“Looks like they were blasting,” Ridge muttered as they spied a scattering of materials and supplies farther along.

“Maybe they broke into a new chamber,” Ethan replied.

“Probably. And these fuckers were waiting.”

“You sure you can collapse the tunnel?”

“I’m sure. Just make sure nothing sneaks up on me.”

“Got it.”

At last, they came to the end of the tunnel. There was a good-sized hole in the final wall, and it did look recently blasted, and it did open into what looked to be a huge cavern beyond. The pair of Crawlers cautiously approached it, ready to start shooting in an instant.

But they came to the threshold and still were not accosted.

They played their lights across the cavern beyond. It was low, almost low enough that Ethan would’ve had to duck, and somehow that disturbed him. He envisioned this broad, low cavern packed with all manner of lethal beasts and monsters, waiting for their opportunity to rush in. It was empty now, though.

Ridge grabbed his radio. “Found a cavern beyond the tunnel’s end. Looks like they blasted into it. It’s empty now. I’m laying the charges.”

“Affirmative,” came the terse response. “Warn when finished.”

“Understood.”

Ethan took up watch at the threshold as Ridge shrugged out of his pack and quickly set to work. The next minute passed in tense silence. Occasionally, a sound would echo at them, but Ethan was finding it difficult to determine what direction it was coming from.

“I’m finished,” Ridge said suddenly. “Let’s get the hell out of here.”

“Wait,” Ethan replied, making the big man pause as he reached for his radio again.

“What?”

“I see something….”

Ethan lowered his light and squinted. There was a faint, dark blue glow on the ground ahead. Something in his mind screamed out that it was important.

“Cover me,” he said, grabbing for a collection container.

“Hurry,” Ridge replied, and made a quick report to Donovan.

Ethan slipped into the cavern and scooped up what turned out to be a fragment of crystal that was glowering a strange blue light so dark that it was nearly black. It filled him with a titanic sense of dread. Picking it up felt like knowingly grabbing a malignant tumor. But he got it secured and then backed up to rejoin Ridge.

“Okay, now let’s get the hell out of here,” he said.

Ridge nodded, and they fell back to a safe distance. Once they were secure, he got confirmation from Donovan, then blew the charges.

Dust blasted down the tunnel at them and chunks of earth and rock bounced around like shrapnel. When it was over, they found themselves staring at a relatively solid packed wall of earthen debris.

“Twenty-five feet of rock and dirt should hold them,” Ridge said.

Ethan just grunted in response. He didn’t like the note of uncertainty that slipped into the man’s voice. Regardless, they had done their job for now.

They began jogging back to rejoin the others.


Chapter Twelve




Ethan and the others emerged from the tunnel covered in blood and dust.

Donovan had found no survivors.

“Captain, can I please go to the Pit?” Ethan asked as soon as they were free of the tunnel.

Donovan frowned deeply, staring at him grimly. Finally, he nodded. “Yes, go secure the Pit. Ridge, take three of these guards and Eastmore and go secure the front gate. I’m going to figure out if there’s anymore holes and plug them, then we’re going to organize some search and kill parties to sweep this place from the top down.”

They all snapped off their replies. Ethan didn’t linger, barely a second passing before he was off and running back towards the Marketplace. He was desperate to try to raise Kiva or Kasumi on the radio, but he knew he needed to keep it clear for more official business, as they were still likely in danger as a whole.

His trip back through the bastion was like a waking nightmare.

There was still a lot of smoke on the air and the scent of freshly spilled blood was overwhelming, though at some point he realized that was probably because he was covered in the stuff. The worst of the attack seemed to be over, but that almost made it somehow worse. People weren’t fleeing or fighting anymore, they were mostly just sitting down on the ground or staggering around at random, looks of vacant trauma in their eyes.

He gathered up a few people on the way to the Marketplace and had them follow him. At the Market, in the same big clearing he’d made a stand with Donovan, he found Kiva overseeing an emergency medical setup. Some fifty people had been gathered. They seemed to be divided mostly between laying on the ground injured or sitting in or around the shacks and stalls, waiting for the next thing to happen.

A few people were hurrying between the injured and two security guards patrolled around the perimeter. He could see a few more scattered about the Market, moving among the shacks, no doubt looking for survivors on either side of the friend or foe line, to rescue or execute as necessary.

“Ethan!” Kiva cried as he approached. “What’s happening? Tell me it’s over.”

“I think the worst is over,” he replied. “They came in through the tunnel we’ve been digging. We collapsed it and killed all the ones we found there. Donovan and some others are trying to figure out if there’s any other breaches. I’m going to find Ember and Lorna and make sure the Pit is okay.”

“Good, go. I’ve got the situation covered here. I love you.”

“I love you too, Kiva. I’ll make sure they’re all right.”

She nodded, wiping a few tears away. She hurried over to another wounded woman, dropping into a crouch beside her and opening up a fresh medical kit. Ethan was briefly torn, feeling an intensely desperate urge to stay here with Kiva and help her. But she had this under control, and he had no idea what was happening with Ember and Lorna.

He raced off, dodging through the stalls, careful to keep an eye out for survivors. He encountered none as he emerged from the Market and laid eyes on the Pit. He felt some measure of relief as he saw that the place was not nearly as bad as he’d imagined it would be.

Clearly, it had been hit. He saw some inert bodies lying in the open spaces between the structures, and something was burning with several people having almost finished putting it out, but it could have been a lot worse.

As he jogged up, he saw Ember hunched over a prone form, trying to help.

“Ember!” he cried, racing over and skidding to a halt.

“Ethan! Thank God! Help him!” she cried, leaning back.

Ethan saw that the man she’d been trying to help was laying in the dirt with a hole in his stomach. It looked like a knife wound but he knew it had come from a Mantis. He had clearly lost a lot of blood, and it was a bad wound.

Sucking a breath, he pulled out his medical kit. “This is going to hurt really fucking bad,” he said as he pulled out the coagulant.

“Way ahead of you,” the man grunted through grit teeth.

Ethan tried to think of something to say as he unscrewed the cap, but nothing came to mind. He dumped the powder into the wound. The man screamed and then went slack.

“Oh God! Did he just die?!” Ember cried.

Ethan reached out and checked his pulse. “He’s fine. Just passed out from pain, which is probably for the best,” he muttered. He pulled out an antibiotic and healing stimulant and injected it more or less directly into the wound. “That should help ward off infection and get him stabilized, but we need to get him somewhere proper and have a real doctor look at him.”

“I was going to get him to the clinic, but he was too unstable to move,” she replied.

“Are you hurt?” Ethan asked suddenly, getting back to his feet and looking her over.

She had some blood splashed across her shirt and ash on her face and a haunted look, but she didn’t seem hurt. “I’m fine,” she said. “I got lucky... what the fuck happened?!”

“They came in through the tunnel I used to work at, and we’ve stopped the worst of it for now. Where’s Lorna?” he asked.

“Around here somewhere, I think helping with the fire,” Ember replied.

“All right. Stay here.”

“Wait! Where are you going?” she asked.

“Get a stretcher, we’ve got to get this guy inside,” he replied.

Ethan embraced her, told her he loved her, and then hurried off to the clinic.

There was still a lot to do.
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Ethan’s radio chirped once, and he groaned.

It had been three hours.

Three hours of nonstop work.

Lorna had been fine, and he had helped put the fire out, tend to the wounded, and do a sweep of the area to make sure nothing was lurking. He’d found just one wounded Mantis and had put it down fast. It quickly had become obvious that the Pit had gotten lucky.

After making sure they were as secure as they were going to get, he had left the Pit in Ember’s, Lena’s, and Lorna’s hands. He then went back to the Marketplace to ensure that things were going fine there. He spent an hour pulling people from the wreckage of collapsed shacks, tracking down the hidden or the incapacitated, and finally helped Kiva tend to the wounded for another hour.

He had just sat down for a break.

“This is Ethan.”

“Need you at Crawler HQ pronto,” Donovan replied over the radio. “Emergency meeting. Bring Kiva. Right now.”

“Understood,” he said, and then wearily got back up. “Kiva,” he said when he spied her standing by the edge of the clearing, looking just a little lost, “we gotta go.”

“Where?” she replied, absently wiping her bloody hands on her pants.

“HQ, emergency meeting, right now.”

“Oh. That makes sense.” She looked around briefly. They more or less had everything under control. “Okay, let’s do it.”

They left the Marketplace and soon found themselves joined by a much more subdued Eastmore.

“Where’s Ridge?” Ethan asked as they headed inside.

“Went off to do the sweep and clear,” Eastmore replied flatly.

That was about as close as they got to a positive conversation, so Ethan just grunted and ended it there. It seemed all too easy for a foul temper to boil over into a fight right now.

Crawler HQ was a mess. It was clear some of the Mantises had gotten inside, though they hadn’t gotten far, having been blasted into green smears by those on guard. Now the interior was full of people talking quietly or just staring listlessly. It was obvious from the way a handful of local security guards were beginning to usher them out that they were intent on emptying the place.

“In here,” Donovan said as they came into the main hallway, and he pointed them towards Briefing One.

The trio of Crawlers just nodded and headed in. Saxon was already inside, though no one else was. He looked almost as upset and worried as he had back when he’d been a Crawler. He didn’t say anything as they sat down at the table. None of them did. After a moment, Kasumi walked in and sat down beside Ethan.

For several moments they simply sat and rested and waited, listening to the hustle and bustle going on in the rest of the complex. At some point it abruptly increased, and he heard what sounded like arguing.

Then, a familiar voice, growing closer: “Where is he? I want to see him right now.”

“He’s in here, but don’t–”

“Move, Donovan.”

They were all looking at the door now, which was partially open. It abruptly was shoved open and Governor Sinclair walked in. She wore a simple gray dress that had been ripped in a few places and splashed with blood, her hair was a mess and she was paler than usual. She locked eyes with Ethan and stalked up to the table.

“You,” she said, leaning forward and staring directly into his eyes. “What do you know, Ethan? Because you obviously know something. I get a call and a long, irritating argument from Donovan about upping the threat level and barely a few hours after I agree, the bastion suffers the worst attack it’s ever seen. That is not a coincidence.”

“As I keep telling you,” Donovan, who had appeared in the doorway, said, “he has finely tuned senses.” He stepped inside, then moved out of the way to admit Doctor Cross, then closed the door firmly behind them.

“I can think of a dozen people in Wayport with finely tuned senses,” Sinclair replied. “A few of which are presently in this room. Why didn’t you know? Kasumi? Donovan? You’re both Crawlers with years and years of experience between you. It doesn’t add up. And I want to hear what you have say for yourself.”

Ethan considered his response for a moment. This wasn’t exactly what he had been expecting, but faced with it, it made enough sense.

He decided to give it a shot.

“I can read the Vast better than anyone else around, as far as I can tell,” he replied. “For whatever reason, I’m just good at it. I get hunches and they tend to be right. Personally, I think it’s a matter of lucky genetics and practice. As for why I picked up on this and insisted on the threat level increase?

“Now that I know what I know about what happened... I can only guess that the large amount of creatures moving around were causing very specific vibrations through the rock. They were too faint for most people to pick up on or, if they did, they would have written it off as a bad mood. But I don’t know anything beyond that.

“It’s less that I know and more that I feel, and then I have to interpret those feelings. And I also think that you’re angry and frightened, and you’re looking for someone or something to blame, and while that is a very natural reaction, it is an extremely dangerous and false path to go down right now, and I’d stop if I were in your position.”

Silence fell. He could feel everyone’s eyes on him and Sinclair.

“And why do you believe that last part, exactly?” she asked after a lengthy, worrying pause, never taking her eyes from him.

“Because the bastion is not safe, and it won’t be safe until we fix this problem. We’re in the wake of a catastrophe that isn’t over and if you waste time on this, it’s going to make it that much harder for the people who know how to solve this problem to do so. Time is now our most precious resource, and we have no idea how much we have left,” he replied flatly.

Sinclair continued staring at him for a few seconds, then she looked around the room, then she sighed heavily and closed her eyes. A moment passed as she seemed to do some quick breathing exercises, then her eyes came open again.

“That is a valid point,” she said, sounding calmer. “Thank you for answering my question. The first thing I want to know,” she continued, turning her attention to Donovan, “is what the fuck happened and why didn’t we see it coming?”

“Both have the same answer: the monsters coordinated in a way we’ve never seen before,” Donovan replied. “More specifically, this is what we know: the attack happened when the dig crew blasted through into the cavern they’d been making for. Based on the evidence I’ve gathered so far, the creatures used that explosion as a method of timing the attack. They all got into place in various areas around the exterior of the bastion and struck.”

“Can they do that?” Eastmore muttered.

Ethan glanced at him. He’d forgotten the man was in the room and wondered if Donovan had sent him in on accident, although any sense or semblance of privileged information about the smarter creatures was clearly a lost prospect.

“Vibrations travel quite a way through the dirt and the rock,” Donovan replied. “And I imagine they’d be even more sensitive to it than we are. It’s definitely possible. Once the blast happened, they attacked the front gate, came up through the tunnel, and got in through three other openings that are now secured. We didn’t see it coming because they knew where to hide, and because we weren’t expecting something like this.”

“All right. How about the practical numbers? What’s the damage and how many died? How many are wounded?” she asked, her expression turning grimmer.

“We’re still sorting through the mess. We’ve got forty-five confirmed dead so far, almost a hundred wounded. Infrastructure is more or less untouched. Power plant, water systems, atmosphere filtration, hospital, they were properly guarded. I know it’ll sound harsh, but we got off easy. This could’ve easily been a hundred times worse. Honestly, if I hadn’t convinced you to elevate the threat level, it would have been a lot worse,” he replied.

“I’m aware of that,” Sinclair murmured. “Don’t think I’m not appreciative. Are we secure?”

“More or less,” Donovan said. “I organized a sweep from the third tier down, checked every damn building, every nook and cranny we could think of. Didn’t find much, killed the stragglers. We collapsed the tunnel project and one of the old escape routes, which I’ve been trying to have done for years because I fucking told you motherfuckers it was dangerous and unnecessary.”

“Donovan, you already won that. I wasn’t even arguing with you about it, I agreed and put it on the list, it just took too long to get to,” Sinclair replied, just a touch icily.

He sighed. “I know... sorry. I’m fucking stressed. Anyway, we’re as secure as we’re going to be.”

“Okay. Now we have to decide what comes next. I need to address the bastion, and I need something more to go on than ‘that surprised me just as much as it did you’. Now, I’ve been extremely busy and trying to keep up with everything has been taxing, so tell me all the relevant data on what is causing this.”

Doctor Cross took over then, giving her a basic rundown of what they thought to be happening. When she finished, she looked to Kasumi. “Did you find what you were looking for out there?”

“Ah, yes, we did. In all the chaos, I’d forgotten to offload it,” she replied, reaching into an inner pocket and carefully extracting a thin hard case. She set it on the table and slid it over to Saxon, who took it immediately, popped the case, and began studying it.

“Is that what you need?” Donovan asked.

“Yes. This is going to significantly boost our ability to get sensor readings. Once I get it installed and hooked up to a powerful enough generator, I should be able to cut through the noise and get a closer lock on where this signal is originating from. But that’s only part of the equation. We still have to figure out what it is and how to stop it,” he explained.

Sinclair looked to Cross. “Do you have any working theories on that?”

“I’m convinced that a crystal of some kind is causing this. The more I look at the data, the more sense it makes. Too many puzzle pieces fit for it to be anything else. I would kill for a sample of it, but I imagine I won’t get that until we find where it’s coming from. My guess is that there’s a good-sized cavern somewhere nearby, within, say, a three-mile radius of the bastion, that is packed with some unique form of crystal,” she replied.

“You’re saying this is happening naturally?” Sinclair asked.

“Possibly, but it’s just as likely to be some kind of manmade accident or experiment. The governments and militaries of the old world were never afraid to push far past the veil of sanity into utter madness in their desperate bids for control.”

“Oh shit,” Ethan said, sitting up abruptly and then reaching into his inner pocket.

“What?” several people responded in the same anxious tone.

“I completely forgot, I found a weird-looking bit of crystal in the cavern at the end of the tunnel that got blasted into, where all the monsters were waiting.”

“Give it to me right now,” Cross said, standing up abruptly and walking around the table to come and stand beside him. He placed the sample container in her waiting hand, and she immediately brought it to her face to study it. “This... is not like any crystal I’ve seen before,” she murmured.

“You couldn’t have mentioned this sooner?” Donovan asked.

“I’m sorry, I was distracted,” he replied. “There were four hundred things trying to rip my eyes out.”

“I need to study this immediately,” Cross said.

“Wait, can you do it here?” Donovan asked.

“No, I need to go to my lab,” she replied, making for the door.

“Doctor Cross, wait a moment,” he said, getting up.

“What?” she demanded.

“It might not be safe out there and you are an absolute linchpin to solving this crisis so I’m making sure you’ve got protection.” He got up and joined her by the door, then yanked it open and stuck his head out. “Xander! Yeah, here, now!” he called.

Ethan listened to him rattle off quick instructions to follow Doctor Cross and guard her with his life, then she was gone, and Donovan took his seat at the table again.

“Okay, well... that’s good at least,” he muttered, running a hand down his face. “Okay, so... where were we?”

“Plan. I need some kind of plan,” Sinclair replied. “I need to be able to go in front of everyone in this bastion soon and tell them we’re going to fix this and not lie to them.”

“Right,” Donovan replied. “So... we’ve got the technology to find where the fuck these crystals are. We’ve hopefully got Cross a sample of the crystals, and then also hopefully she will be able to determine a way to destroy it or nullify it. I imagine that once both of these problems have been solved, it’ll be a matter of organizing a search and destroy party of Crawlers to go there and do the destroying personally. And then ideally that will solve this issue.”

“This works for me,” Sinclair replied. “Saxon, do you feel confident you can find these crystals?”

“I do,” he said. “Just gotta install the part.”

“Go get started on it,” Donovan said.

Saxon nodded, looking grateful, and slipped out of the room quickly.

“All right, it sounds like we have a plan. Captain Donovan, I’m going to want you with me for this address to the bastion,” Sinclair said.

“Fine, let me get a damned shower in first,” he replied.

“No,” she said, and he looked at her and raised an eyebrow. “Neither of us should. They should see that we were out there fighting. And I was out there fighting for a time. This is a time for unity, and feeling like the leadership is willing to get down there in the blood and the shit with them helps a lot with that.”

“That is true,” Donovan muttered. “Fine, but can we do it soon? Because I fucking reek, and this is starting to drive me crazy.”

“We’ll get to it. For right now, everyone get out but Ethan. And close the door,” Sinclair replied.

Everyone glanced briefly at him, then obeyed, getting up and leaving the Briefing Room. Within a moment it was just the two of them. Sinclair stared at Ethan, her face betraying little. He stared back, waiting to see what she wanted.

“I’ve been studying you, Ethan,” she said finally.

“Any particular reason?” he replied.

“Yes. Fifteen years ago, I decided I wanted to be in control of this bastion, inasmuch as anyone is, because I was sick and tired of the way the current guy was running it. I studied a lot of politics. I made this work, and I became the Governor. I’ve done a lot, but there’s a lot more to do. One thing that was consistent in my studies was this: the people who stayed in power and were effective surrounded themselves with competent individuals that supported them.

“You are something of a rising star in Wayport. I will admit that I originally passed it off as a ‘handsome young man goes from rags to riches’ kind of public interest. But now that I’ve dug in, it’s obvious you’re probably going to be the best Crawler this bastion has ever seen. You’ve been here less than three months, and you’ve already been instrumental in half a dozen critical missions.”

“All right, so what exactly are you saying?” he asked.

“I’m saying I want your help. I’ve been looking for a... I guess you could say ‘representative’ from the Crawlers to be seen with me, to support me, and to have my support. Organizations need a face, a single person who is charismatic and competent,” she replied.

“Ah. Well... that is not me. I am not charismatic, and I am competent mostly in the field.”

She raised an eyebrow. “Correct me if I’m wrong, but do you not have three very attractive women living with you?”

“Uh... four, now,” he replied awkwardly.

“How, exactly, do you lack for charisma?”

“Because it’s not-that isn’t the same thing. Ember and I were forced to share a small space together and she just... fell for me as a consequence of me being kind to her. I bumped into Kiva out in the Vast and saved her life, and she apparently just started falling for me right away after that. With Lorna, I saved her brother’s life, and probably her parents’ lives, and then I got her into the Crawlers. Kasumi... I don’t know, I think she just thinks I’m safe. She took a chance on me once because she was kind of lonely and it just worked out really well,” he replied.

“Do you think all four of those would have resulted in a woman committing herself to you if you weren’t very attractive and charismatic? Anyway, I don’t have time to debate this. I want your help. After this latest crisis is over. Obviously right now you need to fight monsters, but that won’t last forever. I need someone I can actually trust.”

“I’ll... think about it,” he replied. “I’d need to know what the fuck it would actually mean, in a practical sense. I’m going to be a father.”

“Well, congratulations. Also, just so we’re completely clear, I do appreciate what you’ve done and what you continue to do for this bastion and the people inside it. I know I can come off as hostile when I’m focused and tense.” She stood up.

“Wait,” Ethan said. “Why me? I mean really, why me?”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” she murmured, but he could tell she knew what he was talking about.

“Those reasons you gave... they all track, but I don’t know. There’s just something else, like that’s not the whole truth. I think you’ve been considering this for a while, and I think I was definitely in the top three, but something happened that locked me in as your candidate to go after for a Crawler liaison. What was it? I want to know.”

She stared at him for a long moment, then the slightest smile touched her lips. “The Vast is not the only thing you are good at reading. Fine. It was how you told me to my face fifteen minutes ago that I was being an idiot and wasting time.”

“I never said idiot.”

“You didn’t have to. But you stood up to me. It was more than that, though. You didn’t stand up to me out of petulance or because you had to be right or any other reason, you stood up to me for the sole reason that it was the right thing to do. Donovan tells me you have genuine integrity, that you really, truly would do the right thing, even if no one was watching. That’s what I need, and that’s also what I want. It’s rare that those two things align.”

“All right, fair enough,” he replied. “And thanks for answering.”

“You’re welcome. I have to go.” She walked over to the door, then hesitated and looked back. Now she had a very slightly awkward look on her face. “Weird question but I want to ask it now: would you be willing to pick one of your girlfriends to be your public-facing girlfriend? The fact that you have four girlfriends is... not unheard of, and likely won’t be too poorly received, but it would make things easier if I could get you in a more... traditional package.”

“No, not on the table,” he replied simply.

“Hmm. Any particular reason?”

“I love Ember and Kiva. I’m sure that I’m going to fall in love with Kasumi and Lorna. I love them and respect our relationship too much to lie or be deceptive about it. I’m not going to hide what we have.”

“I respect that answer,” she said.

“Thank you. And good luck.”

“You, too. We’re all going to need it,” she murmured. Then she was gone, and he was alone in the Briefing Room.

After several moments of silence, Ethan got wearily to his feet.


Chapter Thirteen




Sinclair had been right.

Ethan had watched, along with everyone else in the bastion, as she and Donovan got up on a stage not far from the Marketplace. Broadcasting to all available devices, she delivered her speech. It was a great speech, honestly. It was very emotional and moving, while saying very little. It was essentially both damage control and a promise to fix this crisis and ensure that it doesn’t happen again.

She did give at least a few vague specifics, as did Donovan, and they both honestly looked the part, covered in dust and blood.

After the speech, Ethan and the others spent most of the rest of the day helping out. It all became a blur as he moved through the bastion, offering a helping hand with anything and everything. Mostly there was a lot of cleaning up that needed to be done. They moved a whole heap of dead monsters to the incinerator.

Sometime before sundown, he bumped into Donovan again, who looked surprised and then annoyed. “You should be home resting.”

“I... couldn’t do that,” Ethan replied.

“I understand, but we need Crawlers now more than ever. I need you all in top condition. I have no idea what I’m going to have to ask you to do or when,” he said firmly.

Ethan sighed and nodded. “Yeah, all right, that’s fair.”

And so, he found Kiva, who had been going around with him, and then he headed home. He had already made sure to swing back by the Pit more than once, to ensure that Ember was still okay, and she was. She and Lena had been managing things down there, but in truth, it seemed like the Pit had been luckier than most places.

They walked back home in silence, descending into the Pit and doing their best not to look like they were ready to collapse. Not now, when they were so desperately needed. And they were. Walking back and forth through the bastion today, Ethan had seen it everywhere.

People were afraid.

Right now, they were too busy in the aftermath of the attack, but he knew worse was coming… despair, rage, and terror, especially when things quieted. There had never, as far as he knew, been an attack with this level of success on the bastion in its entire history.

While no one was delusional enough to think that they were truly safe in this nightmare world, he knew that most people basically believed they could go about their day to day lives without much more trouble than usual.

That sense of security was gone now, and soon they would realize it.

He also noticed that the general atmosphere in the Pit was calmer than the rest of the bastion. As he made his way home, it occurred to him why: they were used to dealing with more stress on a daily basis.

It was a hell of a lot easier to keep calm when disaster rolled around if you’d spent most of your time desperately trying to stay alive.

Finally, they were home.

Ethan opened the door, slipped in with Kiva and, once he saw Kasumi, Lorna, and Ember waiting for them in the living room, shut it firmly. He walked over without saying a word to Ember and embraced her for a long moment, then did the same with Kasumi and Lorna.

“What’s going to happen?” Ember asked after a long moment of silence played out.

“Donovan and Cross are working on some kind of plan,” Ethan replied. “I think….” He hesitated. He could feel some deep well of emotion, mostly negative, wanting to get out, and knew that he needed to calm it. “Hold on, give me one minute.”

He walked back to the bedroom and found that, yes, Hopper was resting near his cage. They had set up a little area for him after moving in. He had a table all to himself in the corner that had his cage, a healthy supply of food and water, and, interestingly, a little toy vehicle he sometimes liked to push around with his head. They’d discovered that particular little quirk while studying him at the lab.

Even Cross was confused, although she surmised that it was very likely that he was gaining a simple pleasure out of making an object move of his own volition.

He perked up as Ethan walked over. “Hey, bud,” he muttered, placing his hand palm up beside the huge cave cricket.

Hopper didn’t hesitate to crawl into his hand and allow himself to be picked up and carried. Ethan did just that, cupping his hand gently, and walked back to the living room. He sat down heavily on the couch and began carefully running a fingertip along Hopper’s back. It had been kind of weird at first, petting a bug, but he had definitely gotten used to it, and now it helped calm him.

“Okay,” he said, “I think what’s going to happen is that they’re ideally going to figure out what the hell the problem is and how to stop it. Then we’re going to get a big assignment to go into the Vast and do something really, really dangerous.”

“What is the problem?” Ember asked. “Why is this happening?”

Ethan hesitated, glancing at Kasumi. “Well…” he paused further.

“Captain Donovan and the Governor both agree that the specifics of the situation are still to be kept under wraps,” Kasumi said.

“Why? I mean at this point it’s obvious we’re in the shit,” Ember replied.

“I know, but you have to remember that not everyone in this bastion wants the best for the bastion. Some people are looking to cause problems,” Kasumi said. “But more than that, the problem with giving out information is that you can’t take it back. We have no idea how someone might utilize this information or who it might get to.

“This kind of situation is the perfect moment to topple governments, for example, and Sinclair is, by a long shot, the best Governor this bastion has ever had. She’s a perfect storm of genuinely caring about people, actual intelligence and wisdom, and being just cold enough to make the hard decisions without becoming a dictator. We’re lucky to have her.”

“I have to agree so far, based on how things are going in the Pit now,” Ember murmured. “But there is something causing the monsters to get smarter? And you can stop it?”

Ethan sighed. “I don’t know. That’s the problem. Right now, we have a working theory, and it seems accurate. Cross is... a little off, but she’s a genius, there’s no question about that. She says she’s found what’s causing this, and I believe her. Even if it gets figured out and we manage to pull it off, how far will this have spread? Will it keep spreading? Is the change permanent? Can they pass it on to their offspring? I don’t know.”

“Fuck,” Ember muttered after a bit.

“Sorry. This is stressful,” Ethan said.

“You don’t have to apologize, it is stressful. For all of us but especially for you all. You’re likely all going to have to go out into the fucking Vast and risk your lives worse than ever to fix this,” she replied.

“Speaking of that, I just realized I never asked, but Kasumi, did we lose any Crawlers?” Ethan asked.

“I was wondering about that,” Kiva said.

“No, somehow we didn’t,” Kasumi replied. “Hertz took a knock to the head and a few of the others got cut up and grazed, but everyone’s still alive and more or less intact.”

“We’ll see how long that holds up,” Ethan muttered grimly, frowning as he looked back down at Hopper. Ember came and sat beside him. “Shit, I’m sorry,” he said, looking over at her. “I should be more reassuring and taking care of you, I’m just... I’m fucking beat.”

“You’re in shock, we all are to varying degrees,” Kasumi said.

“Yeah, you’re doing fine, babe,” Ember replied softly, smiling at him. “And we all take care of each other. That goes both ways. Sometimes you’re going to take care of us, and sometimes we’re going to take care of you.”

Ethan just nodded and, after a moment, gently passed Hopper to her, because he knew how much she liked to hold him and how much Hopper liked to be held by her.

“Holy shit, I’m starving,” he said as that realization hit him all at once.

Almost as if answering, his stomach growled loudly. The others laughed and, oddly, some of the tension that had encased them all day long broke away.

“I will make dinner,” Ember said, standing and then passing Hopper to Lorna, who took him with only mild reservations.

“I should help,” Ethan said, starting to get up.

“No. Stay,” Ember replied firmly, whirling on him and pointing at him. “Don’t move. Just... relax. Let me do this. All of you go change, go wash up, go relax. Please? I want to do this right now.”

“...all right,” Ethan said after looking around.

“I’m going to soak in my tub,” Kasumi said. “I have room for one more if you would like to join me, Ethan.”

“Uh... yeah,” he replied, getting to his feet, “I’d really like that. Although I might fall asleep.”

She smiled and took his hand. “I’ll make sure you don’t drown.”

“I would appreciate it.” He looked to Kiva and Lorna. “You both going to be okay?”

“Yeah. I’m going to wash up and then lay down until dinner’s ready,” Kiva replied.

“I’m going to wash up and read,” Lorna said.

“Okay, come get me if you need anything,” Ethan said, and then allowed himself to be led downstairs by Kasumi.

Once she’d told him her plan to have a soaking tub installed down there, he’d been behind it wholeheartedly. Food and sex were amazing in their own right and helped with relaxation a great deal, but there was an immense and unique pleasure to soaking in hot water.

Kasumi filled the tub, and they stripped. Neither said anything as they waited for it to fill, and they maintained their silence for a time longer when they got in and settled. Ethan ended up on his back with Kasumi lay half on him, resting her head on his shoulder.

“Kasumi... you’ve done this job for over a decade. You’re an expert and a seasoned veteran of the Vast, and you’ve seen all kinds of danger. What do you think our odds of fixing this really are?” Ethan asked.

“Very hard to say,” she murmured. “This feels rather unprecedented, so it’s hard to calculate. I feel like our odds are good, but I also feel like we will have to pay some high price to do this. And very likely it will be us, the Crawlers, who must pay it... we might not come back from this, Ethan. I know that’s always true, but it feels like much more of a threat this time around.”

“Yeah, that’s pretty much what I was thinking,” he said, then sighed. “I hate this.”

“So, do I. I haven’t been what I’d call happy for several years now. You... changed things for me. And I’m still not quite sure how. You are not like I expected when we first met.”

“What’d you expect?”

“I don’t want to insult you.”

He laughed. “Well, now, I’ve gotta know.”

“Okay, you asked. I thought you were a shy, awkward kid who was going to turn into an amazingly talented jackass with a massive ego,” she replied.

“Wow.”

“I judge harshly,” she murmured. “In my head… and out loud, when the situation calls for it. I’m very pleased that I was wrong about you, and I’m sorry if I hurt your feelings.”

“No, not at all. Like you said: I asked. And I’m not offended. People can be hard to read, and... I don’t know, if I hadn’t met Ember when I did, I might’ve turned out like that, eventually.”

“No,” Kasumi said.

“No?”

“No. Perhaps you would’ve been a bit more cocky, but a truth I’ve found is that power does not change a person, it reveals them. If the only thing holding someone back from being an ass who abuses and takes advantage of people around them was a lack of power, then they were never a good person. If you were thrust into a seat of power, say Governor, if you hurt people, it would be on accident while trying to do the right thing. You don’t have a cruel bone in your body, Ethan. We all have the capacity for darkness, but you are a good person. A great person.”

“All right,” he replied after considering it. “I guess I can accept that.”

She laughed. “You guess?”

“I have difficulty with compliments.” Another moment went by. “Are you worried? I mean really worried?”

“Yes,” she said, “I am. Whatever happens... I think it’s going to be bad. There is an old saying, ‘It’s always darkest just before dawn’. And whatever is happening, this situation is not yet finished darkening.”

Ethan felt a chill as she said that. Fear began to whisper into his soul.

He shifted slightly and tried to tell himself that it was going to be okay.

He didn’t believe it.


Chapter Fourteen




Ethan jerked awake to the sound of his radio chirping.

For a moment, there was utter confusion as the three women he was sharing his bed with also came awake. Several questions were asked and there was a great deal of rolling around, trying to get out of each other's ways, and finally Ethan got his hand wrapped around his radio, which he’d secured on the headboard.

Blearily, he brought it to his mouth. “Ethan here, what’s going on?”

“Sorry but I need you, Kasumi, and Kiva at HQ now,” Donovan replied.

He sounded somehow both excited and grim.

“Lorna?” Ethan asked as he sat up and rubbed at his eye.

“Later. At eleven.”

“Got it. Be there soon. You get that, Lorna?” he asked as he replaced his radio and then stretched, his back popping loudly.

“Yeah, eleven, Crawler HQ,” Lorna murmured. “Wonder why I can’t go wherever you’re going.”

“I’m positive that Sinclair has pressured Donovan into keeping at least a few Crawlers back in the bastion for security reasons, and to help make people feel like they’re being protected,” Ethan replied. “I need to go wake Kasumi. Start getting ready, Kiva.”

“Mmm-hmm,” she replied unhappily.

Ethan hauled himself out of bed and got to it.

Twenty minutes later, they were heading into the Marketplace. The place was abuzz with activity, dozens and dozens of people out and about, working together to get everything cleaned up and repaired. As he made his way through the crowd, Ethan was surprised to see that the general vibes were a lot happier than he expected.

People were tense, to be sure, but they were talking amicably or kindly to each other, sharing stories or trying to console each other. They had lost people yesterday, the death count had risen to eighty, and the hospital was overcrowded at the moment. Some places had burned down, some people had lost their homes.

By all accounts, there should be a shadow of misery thrown over Wayport. And there was, but it was a surprisingly weak shadow.

As he waved and smiled to people who greeted him, Ethan found himself remembering something an old Crawler had once told him: nothing brought people together like a shared tragedy. People often felt isolated and alone in their suffering, but this had happened to all of them simultaneously. Not everyone had suffered equally, but they had all felt the pain of yesterday’s events.

The good vibes didn’t last though as they walked into Headquarters. Donovan was waiting for them in the entry room.

“Come on, you can change out after the meeting,” he said, hurrying them along to the corridor.

They followed without responding and walked promptly into Briefing One. Two other people were already waiting for them, both of them combat expert Crawlers: Casten and Indigo.

“All right, let’s cut to the bone right now,” Donovan said as he walked to his traditional place and sat down heavily. “This is probably the most important mission I’ve ever put together, although I imagine that won’t remain true for very long. First, the good news: Cross has indeed confirmed that the crystals are causing the intelligence mutations.

“She has also confirmed that the crystal you found, Ethan, was one of those crystals and she has been studying it all night, and she believes she has a way to destroy them. Finally, we’ve installed the sensor amplifiers and are beginning to cut through the noise. Saxon seems convinced that the crystals causing this problem are somewhere east of the bastion. We’re presently coordinating with another bastion, Kensington, to help us, as they are the next nearest settlement in that direction.”

Donovan paused, then took a breath and let it out in a heavy sigh. “That’s the good news. The bad news is that this is not over. We caught a Wraith inside Wayport last night. Killed it, obviously, but that means they’re still finding some way in. I think it was a scout, and there’s probably more. But that’s not a you problem for now. This mission is to obtain a very rare, very difficult to make chemical compound that should be able to break up these crystals if properly applied. These crystals are, unfortunately, quite resilient. We can’t just blow them up.”

“I take it you’ve found some of the compound?” Kasumi asked.

He nodded, looking reluctant to speak, but he pressed on. “We’ve been scouring the archives for any possible references to the compound or even the chemicals necessary to make them. We actually have one of the three chemicals, and we know for sure where to collect the second and are already in the process of doing that. It was among the inventory found in the death bot factory you disabled. The third, however... the only known location we have is a military base... on the surface.”

Silence encased the room in an instant.

Donovan waited, letting the full weight of that settle in.

“Fuck,” Casten muttered finally.

“If there was any other way,” Donovan continued, “I wouldn’t be doing this. But the present situation is forcing our hand. I thought for a long time about this team and ultimately, I’m very confident about it. All of you are seasoned professionals. Kasumi has been to the surface once before. And we have a plan for this. I’m valuing speed over strength at this point, that’s why the team isn’t a full expedition. That and the fact that we too desperately need the rest of the Crawlers for other matters. But I have faith in you all. Now….”

He turned to the holographic display and fired it up. A side view of a tunnel system snapped into view. Ethan recognized Wayport and the general area around it, though this was only a small part of the map.

“The good news about this is that we have been planning this expedition for some time,” Donovan said as he stood up. “We found out about the military installation a few years back, and I always intended to send an expedition. I’ve been gathering data all that time, and so we have a viable route there. It... won’t be easy.”

“I’d be disappointed if it was,” Ethan muttered, eliciting a few grim chuckles.

“You’re gonna regret that,” Donovan replied. “First leg of the journey takes you about a mile into the Passageway. You’ll hit this tunnel, take it through this cavern, and then follow a series of tunnels to this old colony. You’ll have to pass through Mantis and mutant territory to get to the colony. That colony should have a lift that goes straight to the surface, and it should, theoretically, be in either working condition or close to, as they really built those things to last. Either way, you’ll find surface access there, as there’s also an emergency tunnel, but it’s half a mile up.”

“Half a mile of stairs?” Indigo muttered.

“Half a mile of something, hard to say. Stairs, slopes, manual lifts, I don’t know, I’ve seen a lot of weird rig-ups in my time. Regardless, you need to get to the surface. That should put you in spitting distance of the installation. You’ll have to travel approximately one mile across the surface,” Donovan continued.

“That is not spitting distance,” Ethan said.

“It is comparatively. The next opening is ten miles away. Now, unfortunately, we have very, very little in the way of hard data on the surface. No one goes up there anymore because too many people just don’t come back. One thing we do know is that you’ll have to be packing full-on sealed suits.

“While the atmosphere can be breathed, there’s too much toxic shit in it, especially if there’s an ash storm going on. I’m going to insist that you all try on your suits and move around in them for a bit here before you head out, because they will inhibit you somewhat. You’ll walk to the installation, break in, and track down the compound we need.

“You’ll, if at all possible, grab any portable and rare tech or resources you find, but not at the expense of the compound. You find it, you grab it, and you return home. All in all, this trip is probably going to take somewhere between twelve and twenty hours. We’re loaning you the vehicle again to help cut down on the time. The first tunnel you need to traverse after the Passageway should be big enough to handle it, but basically, take it as far as you can and then walk the rest of the way... questions?”

“Is there anything alive on the surface?” Ethan asked immediately.

“Unknown,” Donovan replied. “I’m tempted to say no, as from most of the reports and personal accounts I’ve sifted through over the years indicate they saw no life and no evidence of life up there. But some have. It’s definitely not impossible something’s up there. Assume hostiles.”

“What kind of other dangers are up there?” Kiva asked.

“Besides the toxic atmosphere, there’s bad weather, mostly in the form of strong winds. They’re enough to knock you down, I have heard. And you don’t want to take a fall up there and break your faceplate or get a tear in the suit. It won’t kill you instantly, but the hard truth of the matter is that we genuinely don’t know what’s up there. Radioactivity, germ warfare, toxic mutagens, lots of things were unleashed up there. It’s been a long time, but that doesn’t mean it’s all gone. Also read the landscape very carefully, in most of the reports someone had a hard time navigating the ash and fell down a chasm or a pit.”

“Wonderful,” Casten muttered.

“I know I’m asking a lot. If this is too much... well, I do have replacement choices, but I’d very much not like to use them. You are, I fully believe, the best team for this. If anyone wants to back out, now is the time to do it, because we are on a timeline.” He waited, slowly looking around. No one said anything. “Thank you,” he said quietly. “I really do know I’m asking a lot from you. And if I wasn’t so sure it’d get me killed, I’d go with you. Now, any further questions?”

They asked a few more, and he answered mostly with ‘I don’t know’, and then the meeting was finished. The mood was fairly solemn and a bit bleak as they headed to the locker room and got changed out. Ethan wasn’t sure what he was feeling, beyond a lot of anxiety and fear, about his trip to the surface.

It hadn’t been all that long ago that he’d wanted this exact thing, to see for himself, with his own two eyes.

Now that he was getting his wish granted, he was finding that he didn’t want it so much. But it wasn’t a complete reversal, he realized as he pulled his gray armor on. There was still a part of him that held onto that desire, and that part of him was excited.

To see the ash himself, personally….

It was daunting but intriguing.

What came to the surface, however, as he headed for the armory with the rest of the squad, was that he badly wanted to see Ember and Lorna. He wanted it intensely enough that he very seriously considered asking for a brief reprieve to at least call them.

But it would be the wrong thing to do, and he knew that.

Something he had been forced to teach himself as he’d done this, again and again, was the path of isolation. What he had begun referring in his own head to as The Lockdown.

In here, in the bastion, was his life. His home, his friends, the women he loved. The life that he was trying to build.

Out there was the Vast.

There had to be a very clear demarcation line between the two.

Because out there was death, and it hunted him. It hunted them all.

While it was true that he was bringing two of the women he shared his bed and home with out there with him, he knew that by a consequence of necessity there had to be a certain distancing between them as well.

Though, admittedly, that was rather hit or miss in practical application.

He needed this isolating mentality to help him function out there, to shut out everything, every worry save for the worry of completing his mission and keeping his team alive.

Was it true, though?

He wondered, not for the first time, what would happen if he was truly forced to choose between Kiva or Kasumi and the bastion.

It felt like an impossible choice, and he genuinely didn’t know if he was strong enough to make it.

Hopefully, he’d never have to.

Donovan was waiting for them in the armory. He instructed them on their suits, and they took time to pull them on. They were less cumbersome than Ethan had initially envisioned. They were basically plastic gray bodysuits that could be pulled on over the armor. They settled slowly into place and came with a helmet and a wrist pad.

They were mercifully intuitive, so the training session of teaching them how to use the wrist pad, how to ensure that the seal was intact, and how to communicate with each other, both over a radio and by activating the external speakers, didn’t take too long. Once it was over, they got out of the suits and packed them into their survival kits.

And then, ten minutes later, they were walking out of Wayport and mounting up on the vehicle that they had used to get to Refuge just a few weeks ago.

Then they were driving into the Vast, towards the unknown.


Chapter Fifteen




It felt different, leaving Wayport this time.

Ethan wasn’t sure if it was because the bastion had been so openly attacked or because he knew he was going to the surface, but it did feel different.

Casten ended up taking driving responsibilities, and Kiva ended up sitting up front in the passenger’s seat while Ethan sat in the back with Kasumi and Indigo. He found himself studying the other Crawler. He’d never actually worked with Indigo, but he’d definitely heard about her. She was kind of a somewhat more reasonable version of Eastmore, and she looked the part.

She was a little taller and a little more filled out than Kasumi, she had light tan skin, and her hair was dyed blue-white and half of it was shaved away. A few facial scars made her look pretty intimidating, and he imagined it was a very intentional decision.

That intimidation was mostly propped up by her eyes, though. They were deeply blue and seemed to spark with an intensity that bordered on insanity.

“So, Ethan,” she said, staring over at him and Kasumi as he studied her, “I’ve been meaning to ask and now seems like as good a time as any given all the shit going on. You wanna fuck?”

Ethan wasn’t sure how he was expecting a conversation between them to begin, but it wasn’t like that. Although it seemed pretty in character for her.

“I do, but I can’t,” he replied.

“Oh really?” She looked over at Kasumi. “Is it because of her? I know Kasumi could kick my ass, but I’d fight her for a shot at you if that’s what it took.”

“Um... wow,” Ethan replied after a moment, glancing at Kasumi, who looked both surprised and amused. “That’s not why. Although now I’m curious about why you would be willing to fight Kasumi?”

“For one, I’ve always kinda wondered who would win. I’m pretty sure it wouldn’t be me, but I’m not completely sure. Mainly though, I just want to see what’s under the hood. You have got to be packing some serious heat to have landed Kasumi on top of someone like Kiva and that fucking beauty queen I see you walking around with.”

“Ember?” he asked.

“If that’s the chick with the big eyes and the black hair and the amazing rack, yes.”

“That’s her. And it’s... I’m not as impressive as you think,” he replied.

“That isn’t true,” Kasumi murmured.

“Yeah, I doubt it. So why not?” Indigo said. “If the answer’s no, that’s whatever, but I’m honestly curious. I’ve heard about the shit you’ve done. If you want to do something, I can’t imagine what’s keeping you from doing it. Or doing me in this case.”

“Donovan told me to stop fucking Crawlers,” he replied.

Indigo stared at him for a long moment, then abruptly burst out laughing. “WHAT!? He ORDERED you to stop screwing your coworkers!?”

Ethan laughed. “Yeah, basically.”

“Why!? I mean you’ve just been nailing Kasumi and Kiva... oh wait, didn’t I see that new girl hanging on your arm, too? Lara?”

“Lorna, and yes,” he replied. “The captain was concerned there’d be too much... distraction, if I kept it up.”

Indigo began to respond, then shook her head and fell into laughter again. “I’m sorry, that’s too fucking funny. Donovan’s so serious all the time, it’s seriously hilarious to imagine him sternly telling you to stop sticking your dick in your coworkers.”

“It is funny,” Kasumi murmured.

Ethan chuckled. “Yeah, it is.... Fuck, it feels nice to laugh after all that shit.... But yeah, I want to. You’re hot in a scary kind of way, but I can’t.”

“If that ever changes, let me know.”

“I think Stark and Sinclair might have first dibs,” Kasumi murmured.

“The Governor? What?” Indigo replied.

“Wait, what?” Ethan asked. “Why do you say that?”

“Now that I’ve had time to be around you and study you, and more specifically people around you reacting to you, I’m a lot more confident that I can tell when a woman is interested in you,” Kasumi replied. “And Sinclair is. Although I doubt, she’d ever admit it.”

“Hey, she’s not off the table,” Indigo said.

“I... are you encouraging me to have sex with the Governor?” he asked.

“Yeah, that’d probably be pretty great. I mean I would,” Indigo replied with a shrug. “But I don’t think she’s into women. I could be wrong, that bitch plays everything close to the chest, but yeah, I definitely would. Hmm... would it count as you sleeping with another Crawler if it was a threesome with a non-Crawler?”

“Probably. This isn’t really a thing I want to deeply discuss with Donovan. Even so... I’m reluctant to complicate my own personal relationships any more than they already are,” Ethan said.

“I can respect that, I guess. For real, though, if it changes, tell me.”

“I promise I will tell you, because I am also very curious about what’s under your hood.”

“Good. Now, Kasumi. You’ve been up there, what’s it really like?” Indigo asked, shifting gears abruptly and focusing on Kasumi now.

“Lonely,” she replied after a thoughtful moment. “I wasn’t actually outside, just in a building that had a good view. There was a lot of ash in the air, but I know now that this is not persistent. Sometimes there are ash storms and that’s what was happening. I didn’t see anything living up there, and it didn’t seem like an environment capable of sustaining life, but... I’ve thought that before. And the creatures I’m seeing are only getting stranger as time goes on.”

“Wonderful,” Indigo muttered.

“Hey, at least after this you can say you went to the surface and actually walked on it with your own two feet,” Ethan replied.

“Yeah, that is true. Gonna be nice... in an awful sort of way.”

“Speaking of women whom you might take to bed…” Kasumi murmured.

“Yeah?” Ethan asked, glancing at her.

“Would you take Cross to bed?”

He chuckled. “What? Why would you ask that?”

“You aren’t answering the question, boyfriend,” she replied.

“I mean yeah, I would.”

“Really?” Indigo asked, her eyes widening along with her grin. “Her? Really!?”

“Yeah! Why is that such a surprise?”

“She’s just so... nonsexual. I mean, okay, I’ll admit it: I’d take her bed too if she’d let me. She’s so... weird, though. I mean nothing against her, just, I don’t know. Sometimes she reminds me of a bot.”

“Why’d you ask?” Ethan asked, looking back to Kasumi.

She shrugged. “Curiosity, mostly. I think you both are mostly right. As far as I know, Doctor Cross has never taken a lover, even casually. Of course, she’s a rather private person, so she could be living with someone for all I know. But... I did notice twice during our conversations that she was distracted by you specifically. She’s not a Crawler and again, as far as I know, she’s single. I’d be curious to see.”

“See... her naked? Having sex?” he asked.

“Both,” Kasumi replied.

“There has to be better things to talk about,” Ethan said after a pause.

“Probably, but sex is fun to talk about,” Indigo replied. “You two gonna have babies?” she asked suddenly.

Ethan laughed in surprise. “Uh... no.”

“I don’t want to be pregnant, but I don’t mind raising children,” Kasumi replied. “So, in a manner of speaking we are, after you finish impregnating Kiva.”

“She’s going to be a mom?” Indigo asked, looking through the back window into the cab where Kiva sat. “Damn, gonna miss her. She’ll be out of commission for a couple years, and she’s a damn good combat medic.”

The vehicle jumped as it hit something in the Passageway and derailed the conversation as everyone grabbed onto something to keep from bouncing out.

It was silent after that. They tried to get the conversation going again, but it wouldn’t catch, and they ended up merely waiting, lost to their own thoughts.
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They left the Passageway after an hour of driving, which was longer than it should have taken, but the vehicle broke down at one point, and they had to repair it.

The tunnel that was the first real leg of their journey was wide and tall enough that it did indeed accept the vehicle. They drove it for nearly another hour, winding their way through the tunnel and killing the occasional Mantis that popped up. When they reached the first cavern and found the next tunnel that would constitute the second leg of their journey, they found it to be too small to handle the vehicle.

Grabbing their gear, they locked it down as best they could and pulled the power source and the starter, then continued their journey.

He walked with either Kiva or Kasumi most of the time, but he also walked with Indigo and Casten, as he didn’t want them to feel ignored. He was finding that he was not particularly adept at being social, especially out in the Vast, but he was having to learn a few lessons about it.

An oddly fine line to walk, he was learning, was the general vibe between you and your subordinates. And it became an even finer line to walk if you were both new and noticeably younger than most of them.

Ethan had always been awkward about the fact that he was now always put in charge of any missions he went on, but he had more or less proved himself to everyone by now. Probably even Eastmore would grudgingly admit he could hold his own and keep his cool when the shit was going down.

The difficult part was in maintaining a suitable atmosphere between himself and everyone else. It was easy for the women he was intimate with, but he was finding it harder with everyone else. It wasn’t something you could just one-and-done, it was a thing that had to be carefully maintained, not too much, not too little.

The only reasons he was taking it as seriously as he did was because it seemed to have an effect on how they operated in the field and also because he didn’t like to make people feel bad. So, he talked with Indigo for a time, though it seemed difficult to get her away from talking about sex. Once that conversation collapsed, he talked with Casten.

“So... I’m going to become a father. I was wondering if you had any advice,” he said after they’d exchanged the minimal pleasantries.

“Really? Congratulations. Uh... Kiva?” he asked, glancing back. They were leading the squad down the tunnel together now.

“Ember, and Kiva too, soon. Hopefully,” he replied.

“Ah. Well... from what I gather, you’ll have an unusual family unit, since I know Kasumi and Thatch are living with you, too. If they’re amenable to helping, then you’re going to have a much better time than most parents.”

“Why do you say that?”

“Because the one thing that I wasn’t prepared for when my son came into the world and I began to raise him, the one thing I thought I knew was coming, was how fucking tired my wife and I ended up being. The problem isn’t even necessarily that you can’t get enough sleep–which you can’t, to be clear–but that you keep getting interrupted sleep. You’ll be lucky to put together two hours at a time. The sheer amount of having to get up and deal with something, and the urgency you feel. God.

“I’ve nearly died out here probably fifty times, and a dozen of those were actually extremely close calls, but my greatest levels of terror have always been related to my children. Mostly thinking they were in danger. My first son got sick at six months and stayed sick for almost two months. I was so fucking terrified we were going to lose him. I would’ve given anything to stop it. As it was, he recovered, and he’s fine now. A bit of a jackass but I’ve got no one to blame but myself. That being said, I’ve got a lot of advice. Mostly though, this is what I’ll say: you aren’t ready, and you won’t be ready, but that’s fine, because you’ll figure it out.”

“Huh. That’s not very reassuring,” he murmured.

Casten laughed. “Nothing is reassuring about being a parent. It’s worth it, though. We can talk about it over some drinks.”

“Donovan said the exact same thing.”

He laughed again. “Yeah, he knows. We’ve had a lot of late nights of bullshitting and booze, complaining about our kids.”

They both stopped and raised their rifles as a sound came to them, and then a few seconds later a pair of Mantises came rushing down the tunnel, coming from around a corner. Each man fired a shot and put a bullet into their strangely shaped heads. They went down easy enough, but they could hear more sounds coming from ahead.

“Well, it couldn’t be too easy, could it?” Ethan muttered and continued along.


Chapter Sixteen




Ethan snapped his rifle in a new direction and eviscerated the shrieking Mantis before it could rip his throat out.

As it fell, another was already taking its place, and the next one threw itself at him. Ethan went down, rifle torn from his grasp, and his hands moved on their own. One wrapped around the thin but strong neck of the bug-like creature while the other tore his knife free of its sheath. He stabbed it twice in the side of the chest, then pushed it up and jabbed the blade to the hilt up through the bottom of its snapping jaw.

That did it. He tossed the twitching corpse off of him and then hurled the knife in a reflexive motion as a third Mantis bore down on him. The blade punched into one big eye, and it pitched forward. Ethan rolled to the side, drawing his pistol and firing off five shots in rapid succession from his prone position as several more came for him.

His barrel went looking for another target, but finally found none. Ethan hopped to his feet and took a quick survey of the situation, then relaxed, ever so slightly. They had been fighting these fucking Mantises for the past half mile.

“Clear?” he called.

All four of his squad mates gave the all-clear, and he hastily reloaded.

“Fucking hate these things,” Indigo growled, kicking the nearest corpse as she fed more shells into her shotgun.

“Make sure they’re dead, I’m going to scout ahead a little,” Ethan said.

He left them to it as he finished recovering and reloading his rifle. They were beginning to run into real resistance again, though he thought the most immediate of the Mantises had been exhausted. He wasn’t sure how he could tell, but he had felt that these Mantises had not been touched by the effects of the strange blue-black crystals, and these things were not very clever.

If they heard a battle, they all tended to come.

And so, he remained alone as he made his way across the cavern that had become their battlefield. It wasn’t particularly large, and he was almost desperately eager to get through it, as they were now just shy of the cavern that held the colony.

The tunnel they were to go down next beckoned. Ethan came to stand at its edge, looked and listened. He found nothing and pressed a little farther down it. The tunnel curved sharply away from him after a few dozen feet, moving out of sight.

He could feel a chilled breeze coming from it.

That was enough scouting. He returned to the cavern and gathered the others. As they joined him, he studied each of them. Kasumi and Casten seemed more or less fine, but Kiva was looking a little worse for the wear, kind of rundown, like he assumed he looked. Indigo was... harder to tell. She always kind of looked like she’d just woken up from a three-day bender, and right now was no different. She sure seemed peppy enough, though.

Ethan had to admit that he feared the immediate future.

They were starting to get run ragged, and there was more to do. Even after they finished up this mission, he knew there was more to come, he could feel it in his bones. And he had grown a sharp appreciation for Donovan’s two-day-minimum waiting period between trips out into the Vast now more than ever.

It took from you.

The Vast extracted a great toll, even if you were just making your way through it and nothing actually went wrong.

It was almost like the rock itself leached energy from your very being in some unnamable method.

And that made it so much easier to die.

They reached the turn in the tunnel and followed it up a fairly steep incline, slanting them ever closer to the surface. A few more moments of fighting against gravity and then the five of them emerged from the tunnel at the edge of a vast cavern.

For a moment, they could only stare.

Light was coming from somewhere up above in the form of more crystals, huge ones embedded in the rocky roof. They were somewhat similar to the ones he had seen in the frozen cave, but they didn’t give him the same sense of danger.

The cavern the colony was built into was easily twice the size of Wayport.

The tunnel had brought them to a ledge that gave them a very good view of the area. The colony sat near the center of the cavern, a collection of metal and glass structures all built around an immense pillar of technology and titanium. The pillar shot upwards, to the roof of the cavern some five hundred feet up and disappeared into a hole.

“What was this place? Donovan called it a colony…” Kiva murmured.

“It was more of a touching-off point,” Kasumi replied, and then looked to her. “I’ve done some homework on this place, though there was little to be found. It was called Mason, and it was what they called a subsurface colony. The people who were organizing all this, or at least in this area, had a series of these colonies with surface access.

“They were closer to trading settlements than an actual colony, although even that isn’t quite right. Mostly, they brought shipments down from the surface and sent them out to the other, deeper colonies and installations. You can see they had a few Passageways established, smaller ones.”

She pointed off to the left and Ethan looked. He spied a trio of very uniform tunnels that had the clear look of artificial precision real tunnels never had. The one in the center had what looked to be metal railway tracks leading into it.

After a moment, Ethan shook off the sense of wonder and felt something more practical settle into place. This place was no doubt hostile territory, and as much as it held an eerie, decayed beauty, they were going to have to get in there and do their job.

He surveyed all he could with a practiced eye, hunting for movement, for any indication of creatures lurking. But he was too high up to see anything beyond the most obvious of motion. The place looked dead and deserted, left to waste away in desolate splendor.

“Okay,” he said, gathering their attention, “it looks pretty straightforward. We head down this path here to the left, then make for the colony’s edge. That main road right there in the middle leads dead on to the lift. We walk it, get to the lift, figure out how to fix it if it needs fixing, and ride it straight to the surface. Did I miss anything?”

No one could think of anything to say and had apparently not noticed any prescient details from their vantage point, so Ethan began leading them down. The ledge became a natural path that had clearly been smoothed a bit, and they followed that down to the cavern’s floor. Something seemed to change as they began making their way across the mostly open space between them and Mason.

For a moment, he took it as his senses warning him of something, but after a moment he realized it was more a change in perspective than anything else. The sense of wonder, of outright awe, slowly began seeping back into him. He felt like how Hopper must feel as they brought him though the bastion: tiny. Perhaps insignificant.

That was sure how he felt in this moment.

The cave felt huge in a way nothing else had, and he knew at least some of it was the fact that the colony, big as it was, only took up about a third of the actual open space. Judging from a collection of half-collapsed buildings that were little more than skeletal scaffolding, it looked like they had been in the process of expanding it.

What had it been like, to live here during the dying days?

He had such a vague impression of what actually happened, but mostly he thought about facts and figures… dates, locations and incidents.

But now, as he hit the outskirts of the settlement and traversed slowly into it, he thought of the people.

How had they felt about the apocalypse? Had they seen it coming? Had it been all at once, or was it a thing that everyone knew was on the horizon, a dreaded horror, like the shadow of an asteroid? You knew it was coming, and you knew there was no way to escape it, but you didn’t know when.

Probably it had been a mix. Some people probably had little idea that the situation was as bad as it was, while some probably knew exactly what was coming.

They had to have lived here, for a time. Perhaps even for a generation or two.

The colony had the look and feel of a place that had once been lived in.

They walked slowly down a broad, four-lane road that had once no doubt guided the many vehicles that came and went from the great elevator, breaking up big cargo shipments and sending them into the Vast, back when it was a lot more inhabitable. They moved between rows of buildings. Some looked like shops, some like restaurants, some like houses or apartments.

Ethan felt a very strange, intense emotion that he wasn’t sure he had a name for.

If he could call it anything, he would call it….

Desolation.

He had walked through these lost and lonely places before, but never one like this. All the installations and the outposts and facilities, they all felt cold and industrial, practical, function over form in every way. They felt lived in, to be sure, but it wasn’t the same. He had never actually seen a colony, a place that had been meant to be lived in.

Even one as ‘small’ as this (it probably housed hundreds, perhaps a thousand people, but he knew some colonies could easily be home to some ten thousand or more humans) gave him a vast sense of... loss.

Perhaps it was because he was looking at even an echo of what had once been, what humanity had once been.

They had lost more than he could ever imagine and more than he could ever truly comprehend.

His thoughts drifted, but they shifted back into place as it occurred to him that they had seen no signs of life. Which meant that either there really was nothing up here with them, or something subtler and more lethal than he was used to was lurking somewhere.

It was always something in the Vast. Even when it wasn’t something, and you were alone, it was still something, because you could never truly be sure you were alone out there.

The elevator shaft loomed before them, immense and monolithic, seemingly bigger than anything else Ethan had come across out here. He knew he’d seen larger structures before, but there was something about this great pillar of metal and technology that seemed to command awe and respect.

Like a testament to all that once was.

Minutes passed and their boots echoed hauntingly across the long-dead colony.

They reached the base of the elevator without running into a single thing.

“I think this place might actually be deserted,” Casten murmured as Kasumi worked on booting up a nearby control station.

“I really hope so,” Ethan replied. He noticed Kasumi give him a quick look. “Casten, Indigo, Kiva, will you scope out the immediate area a bit more? I’ll watch Kasumi.”

They all gave him affirmative replies, and he joined her within the small structure the control console for the lift was housed in.

“Everything okay?” he asked.

“Everything’s going fine,” she murmured as she worked the console. “I heard you talking to Sinclair.”

For a moment he was lost, then he realized she meant while they had been in the Briefing Room yesterday.

“Oh. Uh. Any... thoughts?” he replied, not sure where she was trying to go with it.

“I thought you handled it well, overall, and I think you should do what she wants.” She paused. “Well, mostly. I respect your refusal to hide our relationships. I also appreciate it. But mostly, I was thinking of what you said about me, and us.”

“Oh. Was I wrong?” he asked. “I hope it didn’t come off as me devaluing what we have.”

“No, Ethan,” she replied, a small smile touching her face then, “that is not how it came off. If anything, I thought that perhaps you were quite insightful. In truth, I’m not sure what initially drew me to you. There was just something... unique. I was attracted to you physically pretty much the moment I saw you, but after that... I’m not sure. I think you’re just the exact right personality type for me. I did take a chance on you, and it did turn out very well. Now, I’m very happy to be in a relationship with you.”

“I’m happy to be in a relationship with you, too,” he said, still uncertain. She still kind of seemed like she was going somewhere specific with this.

“I know this isn’t the best time for this, but I also know one or both of us might die soon. I resolved long ago not to sit on information that I wanted to share if it didn’t make sense.” Here she ceased her work and a progress bar appeared on the screen before her and slowly began to fill.

She turned to face him and looked him firmly in the eyes. “I told you once we moved in together that I wasn’t sure what I wanted, in terms of a relationship. You know that I have... difficulty, letting people into my life. And I also like to be very sure about things. And... something about what you said in there seemed to reach me in some unique way, and it sent me thinking.”

“Okay,” he replied.

She laughed softly, seemingly at herself. “I’m sorry, I’m keeping you in suspense, I don’t mean to. What I want to say is that I don’t just want to be the friend and coworker who lives in your basement and sometimes has sex with you. I want to be on equal footing with the others. You call Ember and Kiva your wives now, and I know it might take some more time, but I want that as well. If that is still what you want, Ethan.”

For a moment, he felt caught, almost like the words he wanted to say had become stuck in his throat. This was a bad place for it, but he was also just so surprised. Both by her statement and by how vulnerable she looked.

He didn’t think he’d ever seen her bare herself like this before.

“I want that too, Kasumi,” he said, and he hugged her.

She embraced him in turn, squeezed him with a strength that still surprised him, given her petite frame, and then kissed him and stepped back.

“We are still on a mission... but I am very, very happy right now,” she said.

He chuckled. “Me too. And yes.”

The console chimed, drawing their attention.

“Good news?” he asked as Kasumi looked over the results.

“For once, yes. Very good news. The infrastructure here is still intact enough that I’m able to draw power from a geothermal tap that is still basically functional. The elevator should be able to take us to the surface,” she replied.

“Holy shit. That’s... amazing,” he said, looking out the control shack at the immense pillar of technology that towered over them.

“A great deal of what got built down here was very much built to last, decades or even centuries. They knew they were in for a rough time,” Kasumi said.

Ethan gathered up the others as they stepped out of the shack, and they all walked up to the elevator.

“Suit up!” he said.

They pulled on their atmospherically sealed suits and made sure to check the seals were still intact and that the radios still worked. Once they’d confirmed that, Kasumi got the doors opened up, and nothing but a big, empty, dusty space awaited them.

The five of them stepped cautiously aboard, and Kasumi worked the primary control panel.

With a jerk that made Indigo shout in surprise, it shot them up towards the surface.


Chapter Seventeen




The elevator locked into place.

This was it.

The ride up had lasted about two minutes, and after the first fifteen seconds or so of nothing going wrong, they began to relax… except for Indigo. She hadn’t said a word the whole time up, and now Ethan was beginning to worry about her.

“You doing okay, Indigo?” Ethan asked as Kasumi prepared to open the doors.

“What? Yeah, I’m fine,” she replied, but she didn’t quite sound it.

“If you need a minute–”

“I said I’m fine! Can we get this shit on the road?” she snapped. He looked at her. She huffed a sigh that briefly fogged her faceplate. “Sorry. I’m ready to go. I want to get this over with.”

“All right,” Ethan said after a moment of studying her further.

He still wasn’t completely sure she had all her shit together, but she did have a valid point: they had a job to do and the longer they took to do it, the worse their overall situation became.

“At the ready,” Ethan said.

Everyone slipped into as defensive a position as they could in a big, empty, round room. Kasumi opened the doors.

And Ethan saw the surface of Earth for the first time in his life.

There had been a building in front of the lift, but it had long since been destroyed.

Heaps of ash lay everywhere. Beyond the scarcely defined boundaries of the building that had once been, he saw the remains of the colony that had been on the surface. There wasn’t much left. Crumbling ruins covered in ash, mostly. In the distance, he could see a large wall that was by far the most intact thing left.

They waited for something to attack them or even move, but the only thing that shifted was the ashes in the wind.

He could hear the wind as it scoured the landscape. It was a cold, painfully lonely sound.

“Casten, with me,” Ethan said, and led the man out of the elevator.

Ethan checked right and Casten checked left. Neither found anything, just more of the same. More ashes, more desolation.

All of this sat beneath a mournful gray sky covered utterly by dense, jagged-looking clouds. Somewhere in the distance came a vast rumbling sound. Ethan seized up in sheer terror as it continued. It seemed to be coming from somewhere overhead.

“What the fuck is that?!?” Indigo demanded.

“I have no fucking idea,” Casten muttered.

“It’s thunder,” Kasumi said. “It’s okay, it isn’t a threat. Just nature. Well, we have to be careful of lightning strikes.”

“Oh... right,” Ethan said quietly, glancing skyward. They’d covered that in the data on the surface. “Will it rain? That’s what thunder means, right?”

“That’s what it used to mean. I... don’t know if it will rain,” Kasumi replied. “Regardless, we’d better hurry.”

“Right. I got no movement out here. Come on.”

They began to leave the elevator but then he heard Kasumi say, “Indigo, do you see something?”

He turned back and saw her standing stock still inside the lift. “I... don’t know if I can do this,” she whispered. He could hear the naked fear in her voice. “It’s…” she trailed off, shaking her head, her eyes huge behind her faceplate.

“Indigo, look at me,” Kasumi said with a sudden authority in her voice as she stepped forward. “Now, Indigo.”

Ethan hesitated by the doorway, watching the two women. He glanced at Casten and Kiva, who both seemed content to stand guard and watch their back while they sorted this out.

“I don’t know if I can go out there,” Indigo whispered, “it’s too... the sky is so... it’s too much.”

“Indigo, close your eyes.”

“What?”

“Close your eyes, Indigo,” Kasumi said sternly. She closed her bugged out eyes. “Now, tense every single muscle in your body. Hard. Right now. Hold it until I say.”

Ethan frowned, seeing her stance change, go even more rigid. He wondered what Kasumi was doing, but she was typically very knowledgeable. She sounded pretty sure of herself, so whatever it was, this little procedure she was putting Indigo through was probably the quickest and most effective way to snap her out of her fear.

Hopefully.

“Release,” Kasumi said, and Indigo exhaled harshly. “Open your eyes... good. Now, how old are you, Indigo?”

“What?!” she snapped. “Why would–”

“Age! Now!”

“Twenty-two! Fuck! What difference does it make?”

“Do you feel better now?” Kasumi asked after pausing a moment.

“I….” Indigo hesitated, looked from Kasumi to Ethan, back to Kasumi. “...yeah. I kinda do. I mean, I’m not freaking out anymore.” She leaned forward a little and gave an awkward glance up. “I think.”

“If it’s going to be a problem, you can stay here and guard the elevator,” Ethan said. “But we have to keep going.”

“No, I want to go,” Indigo replied firmly. “I have to go. If I don’t... I’m gonna lose it. I’m gonna lose my spine. And I’d rather be dead. So, I’m going.”

“Don’t fuck the mission up,” Ethan said.

“I won’t. I’d also rather be dead than do that,” Indigo replied. “I can handle it. I can do my job.”

He frowned deeper, studying her. It was harder to get a read on her with the full-body suit on and the faceplate, but she did seem more or less back to normal. Well, he supposed Kasumi had dealt with a lot of freaked out people before.

“All right,” Ethan said. “I’ve got point with Indigo. Casten and Kasumi watch the rear, Kiva between us. We’ve got some ground to cover, so let’s move. You see anything weird, anything at all, speak up.”

They set out.

Indigo was right. Ethan realized with a slow horror that he had to keep a tight grip on: the sky was too much. It was huge. It was everywhere. Having grown up seeing, exclusively, cave roofs and tunnel ceilings and, at worst, shadowed recesses, this felt impossible.

There was some part of him that felt certain that the immense gray sky would collapse in on them. For a moment, he wasn’t sure why he felt this conviction, but it came to him soon enough. Everywhere he’d ever been, even if he couldn’t see them, he knew that what was above him was supported by something, by walls of some kind.

There were no walls up here.

Ethan clamped down hard on his fear and anxiety and forced himself to focus. This was quite possibly the most dangerous environment he’d ever been in, and he had barely begun to navigate it. He was going to have to be dialed in if he was going to complete his mission and get everyone back home in one piece.

At first, it wasn’t so bad.

He checked the compass and aligned himself east, as that’s where they had to go. That put them on a path with the city’s wall, which he took to be defensive in nature. In the end, had it done anything for them? It had clearly seen a lot of damage over the years, and he was deeply grateful to see a big hole in it not far from their path.

He led them with Indigo right beside him, mostly because he wanted to keep an eye on her, but also because she was a hell of a fighter. They kicked their way through ankle-deep ashes, occasionally kicking into a stone or piece of metal debris or the remnants of a wall. The wind seemed eternal, howling and moaning like a living thing every few moments.

Off in the far distance, to the north, he saw that the sky and the clouds darkened, and occasionally something would spark brilliantly. This was always followed by more low, rumbling thunder after a few seconds. Each time, it filled him with dread, even knowing it couldn’t hurt him. There was something distinctly threatening about the sound.

Nobody spoke as they navigated the ashen city.

Which was for the best because Ethan was having a hard time holding onto his focus. Even as the fear was put in check, he found a thousand questions assaulting his mind. In some way that he was not able to before, he suddenly could begin to envision billions of humans living up here. Maybe it was seeing the impossible sky, or the landscape he could make out beyond the holes in the perimeter wall.

A landscape that seemed to go on forever.

One question seemed to spark a dozen more as each occurred to him.

What he kept coming back to though was... how could they let this happen?

He had seen images of what the world looked like before all this, had it described to him from people who claimed to know more. He knew of the vast cities, of nature, of how beautiful it had looked: alien, but beautiful, all the greenery, trees, forests, rivers, deserts, icy tundra, jungles, and a hundred more unique and vividly beautiful places.

What would drive them to destroy it all?

The answer, he knew, was no doubt disappointing. It was likely something stupid they had been fighting over, something meaningless. Even now, people fought over stupid and meaningless things. How long had he lain awake at night, staring at his ceiling or his wall, thinking about the surface? How many dreams had he had of these ashes?

And now he was here.

And it was all just…

Dead.

A dead city. A dead horizon. A dead world.

At least it wasn’t nighttime.

That thought propelled him on a bit faster. He wasn’t sure when the sun might go down, and he certainly didn’t want to be here if that storm hit. He at least knew what lightning was and basically how it worked and knew that he’d be fucked if he got hit by it.

They reached the perimeter wall and came up to the nearest gap. Ethan checked out the immediate area and then had to fight not to get lost all over again as he actually got a look at what lay beyond the dead city.

Nothing.

An infinity of ashes. Ashes above and ashes below.

He could make out the uncertain shape of a mountain off in the distance, but that was it.

“So, where the hell are we going, exactly?” Indigo asked.

“Dead east,” Ethan replied.

“I don’t see jack shit,” she muttered.

“I don’t either, but we gotta go that way.”

“What if it’s gone?” Kiva asked.

“Then we go home. But you saw the report, this place was at least half underground. Which was apparently useless to us in terms of access but will be very useful if it’s still got what we need,” Ethan replied. He checked the compass one more time, then took another look around.

Still a whole lot of nothing out there.

“Come on, let’s get this over with.”


Chapter Eighteen




“Stop,” Ethan said, and the others froze behind him.

He stared intently at the lump beneath the ashes some ten feet to his left. He was convinced that he’d seen it move, but it was admittedly very difficult to tell for sure with the wind. It seemed to make damn near everything look like it was moving, and it was really fucking with his peripheral vision.

“I saw something moving, under the ashes, I think,” he said finally.

“You think?” Indigo replied.

“Yes. There. Ten o’clock, ten feet out.”

“I see a lump there,” Kasumi murmured.

They all sounded strange over the radio, distant and quiet.

“That’s what moved,” he said.

“It’s not moving now,” Casten replied.

“I know.” He made a decision and raised his rifle. “Get ready, I’m going to shoot it.”

He waited for any protests or suggestions, but no one had anything to say. He figured they might tell him it might possibly, somehow be a person, but it seemed basically impossible, and even so, the shape was wrong.

No, he was getting flashbacks to the frozen cavern. Better to know now instead of later.

Ethan squeezed the trigger.

He tensed as the shot echoed out across the dead world and a plume of ashes was puffed up into the air where it slowly began drifting back down. The bullet struck what he realized was a rock and ricocheted into the ground.

Nothing else happened. He slowly relaxed. “Guess it was nothing.”

“At least now we know,” Indigo muttered, sounding grateful.

“Okay, keep pushing.”

They set off once more.

The world around them seemed to swallow time and give nothing in return. They kicked their way carefully through the ash, which was halfway up to their knees out here. It wasn’t like the snow, which had been hard-packed and heavy. Through his boots and the suit, he could barely even feel the resistance the ash gave, so that was a bonus at least.

Whenever he glanced behind them, the city was definitely farther away, but they didn’t seem to be getting any closer to their destination.

Only what was their damned destination?

There were still no visual markers of any kind and after twenty minutes of slogging across the desolate landscape, he began to worry that they might be in for a really miserable time. He checked the compass and the range-tracker to make sure they weren’t in danger of overshooting. The military outpost wasn’t that far away.

Right as he began to seriously start to get worried, he noticed a difference in the landscape. Ahead of them was a divot, an opening in the ground.

“I think I see it,” he said, and hurried up.

As he drew closer, he damn near fell right on his face as his foot abruptly dropped down through the ash and into a hole. It was just a small hole in the ground, perhaps three inches deep, but it was enough to scare him. He cursed sharply and righted himself, grimacing slightly at how it strained his ankle, then kept going.

What else was the ash hiding?

A global burial ground his mind whispered back to him.

In his head, he suddenly saw an immense gravestone towering over this dead wasteland, taller than even the elevator had been.

Scrawled across it was HERE LIES THE HUMAN RACE.

He shook the image off and pressed on a little more carefully this time. The land revealed its secret to them as they drew closer. The divot became an opening, the opening quickly became a huge gash in the landscape, and that became a small valley.

The five of them got up to the edge and came to stand on a rocky plateau that overlooked the slash in the earth. It was some seventy feet deep, and, among the ash, he saw faint signs of old civilization. At the other end of the valley, however, he saw a structure built into the wall.

“There it is,” he murmured.

“Yeah, how do we get to it?” Indigo replied sourly.

“I’m not sure….”

They spent another ten minutes investigating the valley from up above and ultimately surmised that the only way down was a natural path in a nearby wall that would take them to the bottom. After deciding that it would just have to do, even if it looked a little unstable, Ethan began leading them down in a single file.

He kept his movements cautious and careful as he set down the path, at times more sliding his feet than actually walking as he saw divots and lumps in the ash. His whole body was still yelling at him that he was in great danger and needed to get the hell out of there. He made sure to keep a lookout for anything that might be lurking down in the valley itself, waiting for them.

He saw nothing.

But that was getting more difficult, because there was something of an ash storm now enveloping them. The winds were strong enough that they kicked ash down into the opening now overhead and rained down ashes on them like snowflakes.

Ethan remembered reading about snow and blizzards and had always wondered what it might be like. Now he knew.

Sort of.

Or maybe this was nothing like a snowstorm.

It took a very long time, but they reached the valley floor without incident. Ethan resumed leading them towards the outpost’s entrance, ever wary of threats. A minute passed, then two, then five. They stalked closer and closer.

Still not a thing.

Just the winds and the ash, falling all around them.

Perhaps, Ethan found himself thinking, this truly is a dead world, at least up here. Or at least in this general vicinity. He had something of an idea of just how much land there was out there. Did it all look like this?

They reached the far wall without running into a single problem.

“I don’t like this,” Kiva muttered as Kasumi got to work on cracking through the lock.

“I don’t either... it’s like this place is saving up for us,” Indigo muttered.

“Well, don’t get too wound up in that kind of thinking,” Ethan said.

“Why not? Sure, feels right,” she replied.

“Because ‘this place’ isn’t alive,” he said, indicating the valley around them. “This isn’t a designed thing. This isn’t a story; it’s real life, the real world. And the real world follows rules, but things aren’t the way they should be, they are the way they are. There’s a real chance that this place is just dead, but you really don’t want to let yourself fall into the trap of thinking you can predict the future. And this is coming from someone whose senses are so finely tuned that I often can predict when something’s going to happen.”

“Is your ability working up here?” Kiva asked suddenly.

“...I don’t know,” Ethan admitted, looking around.

“Wait, hold on, so what’s your point? I’m not sure what point you’re trying to make,” Indigo said. “You say don’t bother trying to read situations, but then you successfully read situations. What?”

“No, no,” Ethan replied quickly, “that’s not what I’m saying. I’m trying to say... fuck, I’m bad at this,” he muttered. “Okay, chemical reactions. There are some chemicals where if you put two of them together, they blow up, right?”

“Yeah….”

“That just happens. There’s no intelligence that’s making it happen, it just happens because that’s the way the world is. So out here, there’s nothing making there be no hostiles around. Or, if there is, it’s just another monster or unique situation, it’s not... you know, an intelligence.”

“Ethan is saying there’s no God,” Kasumi said as she worked. “It’s the karma principle. People want to believe that when bad things happen to them, something good will happen to them later to ‘balance it out’. But that isn’t true, no matter how much they might want to believe it. There is no higher order or being out there that can see through rock and time and make sure that the good things happen to the good people and the bad things happen to the bad people.

“The universe simply is, like when you drop your food on the floor and it happens to make a weird image that looks oddly intentional, that just happened because of random chance, not because the universe or a deity is trying to speak to you. Does that help?”

“...yeah, actually,” Indigo replied. “That makes sense. I knew that, but I didn’t know that I knew? I guess I’d never heard it put like that before, but yeah, that makes sense. Just because there’s been no monsters so far doesn’t mean the place is ‘saving up’ for us... even if it fucking feels like it.”

“Yeah, and to be clear, there very well could be a living nightmare waiting for us in there, or on the way back, or anywhere. It’s random. Things follow patterns, but they’re still random in the grand scheme,” Ethan replied.

“Got it,” Kasumi said suddenly.

“Okay, philosophy class is over.”

Ethan and Casten stood guard while Kiva and Indigo watched the rear and sides. They gave Kasumi the signal, and she opened up the door. Ethan prepared to blow away anything that might be waiting for them on the other side, but all they found was an empty room.

Hollow, metal, silent.

“Move up,” Ethan muttered.

He and Casten moved carefully past the door and into the room. He spied broken windows to either side of him that led to what looked like control booths. He imagined this place served a similar function to the entryway at his HQ, a security checkpoint to admit, or prevent, access.

There was another big door dead ahead of them, also shut firmly, so he ignored it for the moment. He broke left while Casten broke right, each of them checking the control booths. All he found inside of his was the remnants of a chair and a workstation that had been stripped for parts. There was an old bloodstain on the wall, but nothing else.

“Clear,” Casten said.

“Clear,” Ethan agreed. “Come in.”

The rest of the squad slipped inside.

“Should I close it?” Kasumi asked.

“How hard was it to open?” Ethan replied.

“Not too hard, but it’s in very poor shape. I might not be able to get it open again.”

“Leave it, then. We might need to get out of here quick.”

“We might let something in after us,” Indigo murmured.

“We might,” he agreed, “but we found nothing out there, nor a trace of anything, and a decision has to be made. The logical choice is to leave it open.”

She sighed. “Yeah.”

“Kasumi, get the next door open. Same formation as before. We’re inside now, so keep it tight,” Ethan replied.

They got to it.

Kasumi got the door open, and they were introduced to another, bigger empty room. This room had been completely stripped, as bare as a freshly built warehouse. There was more blood, all of it old, and now there were a few skeletons scattered across the floor.

Four other exits awaited them, three of them open. Ethan looked in each of the open ones. There were no helpful signs posted. Each led to a corridor. One of them short, the other two long. They all looked about as appealing as the other.

“I doubt we’re gonna find a map of this place,” he said. “So that means we gotta do this the hard way: searching every room and every corridor... we should probably split up. Kasumi, take Indigo and Casten down that corridor, search every room, then come back here and wait. Kiva and I will take this one. Stay in radio contact, three-minute checks.”

“Got it,” Kasumi replied and led the others away.

He and Kiva walked into their chosen corridor.

As they began hunting, coming across mostly empty rooms and guessing at what they might once have been, Ethan found himself thinking the exact same thing as Indigo. So far, this trip felt too easy. Not that it had been easy, but for a legendary trip to the surface? No, it felt too simple.

But that was very possibly what it could be. They might run into not a single thing up here, get what they needed, and get back home without much trouble.

And yet, as he kept hunting, that bad feeling persisted.

He kept trying to parse it out, because he had so many things throwing up interference right now. The fact that he was on the surface was a big one, the fact that he was in this damn suit was another really big one. He kept wanting to just take the fucking helmet off, rip the whole thing off and just operate in this environment without an irritating second skin.

They continued to search, and nothing continued to happen.

It was one empty, banged-up room after another. They found some skeletons, a lot of spent shell casings, scrap metal, and random debris, but nothing particularly useful. Kasumi was reporting much of the same.

Finally, they came to the last room at the end of the corridor, which turned out to be a bloodstained bathroom that offered nothing of any use. As he began to report this to Kasumi, Ethan abruptly became aware of something.

“...do you hear that?” he muttered.

“What?” Kiva replied.

“Hold on.” He navigated his wrist pad and boosted the external mic a little, listening closely, then boosted it a bit more. “There’s a high-pitched sound, kind of wavering.”

“I hear it,” Kiva said.

He looked around but saw nothing that could be producing it. He activated his radio. “Kasumi, we’ve got a dead end over here and nothing of any value, but I’m hearing a sound, a kind of wavering high-pitched ringing, are you hearing anything like that?”

“Wait one,” Kasumi replied. A pause. “No, we don’t hear anything. Does it sound like a piece of tech?”

“No. Not quite. I think….” Ethan hesitated as he saw something on the floor. He motioned to Kiva, and they trained their flashlights on it.

The floor over in the corner was... trembling.

They both stared at it, unsure of what they were seeing. Abruptly, the trembling section of floor, which was perhaps a foot across, began to move. Only no, he realized all at once, it wasn’t the floor that was moving at all, but the... effect?

It was moving.

Closer.

“I think we have a problem,” he said softly.


Chapter Nineteen




“What exactly is going on?” Kasumi asked.

“Don’t know, we’re heading back to the main room, need to cut contact,” he whispered and motioned urgently to Kiva.

It was drifting closer to them, and the ringing noise was getting louder.

It was going to get between them and the door if they didn’t hurry. He nudged Kiva urgently as they began making for the door, at least trying to keep quiet. She managed to make it before the... distortion, for lack of a better word, blocked their path.

Ethan didn’t, but he was frightened enough that he made a snap decision and hopped over it. Nothing happened, though he felt a strange tingling in the soles of his feet. He hurried her along as she lingered in the door, looking back anxiously at him.

They hit the corridor and began running. Ethan threw a look back over his shoulder, expecting to see some living nightmare ripping its way through the building to get at him, but he saw nothing. He couldn’t even see the distortion anymore, so it at least wasn’t following them. Or not that quickly. But what the fuck was it?!

They made it back to the central room where they found Kasumi and the others waiting for them, guns drawn. Casten stepped up to the doorway as soon as they’d left it and looked carefully back the way they’d come.

“I don’t see anything,” he reported.

“It’s in the floor,” Ethan replied, panting a little. He described the situation to them as best he could.

“No fucking clue what it could be,” Indigo said.

“Same,” Casten agreed.

“I’ve got nothing,” Kiva said.

“It doesn’t sound like anything I’ve seen before,” Kasumi murmured, now staring down the corridor in question herself.

“But you’ve got an idea,” Ethan said.

“Perhaps. You said it was in the floor?”

“Yeah.”

“And it looked like an effect.”

“Yes.”

“Some creatures have been known to produce effects on the environment around them simply by existing... and moving. It’s possible that this place has another level beneath us, and something was down there,” she explained quietly.

“Oh, fucking great,” Indigo groaned.

“What do we do?” Kiva asked.

“Keep searching, and pick up the pace,” Ethan replied. “Although there’s a really good chance that whatever it is, if there is truly something beneath us, we’ll have to go down there and deal with it. You found nothing?”

“Nothing,” Kasumi replied. “I believe that was the living quarters wing. No stairs, no supplies, no nothing. There’s a very good chance that what we’re looking for is deeper.”

“Okay, Kiva, take Indigo and Casten down that corridor there. I’ll stick with Kasumi and get this door open and investigate, same parameters as before.”

Kiva nodded and led them away down the third open corridor. Kasumi got to work on opening up the fourth door. Time passed, the seconds ticking by in grim loneliness. Ethan kept listening for the ringing sound and staring down the corridor he’d investigated.

By the time Kasumi had gotten the door open, nothing had happened.

“Ready,” Ethan said, aiming at the split down the middle where the door would part and open.

Kasumi hit the button, and the door opened.

Ethan shouted in surprise as a skeleton fell forward into a clattering clutter of bones. He came very close to squeezing off several shots.

“What’s going on!?” Kiva demanded over the radio.

He laughed softly at himself as he brought his heart rate back down. “False alarm,” he replied. “Skeleton scared the fuck out of me.”

“Understood.”

“That was embarrassing,” he muttered after checking the corridor beyond and finding no obvious signs of danger. He glanced down at the skull, which had landed by his boot.

It had a pair of holes in it, near the top.

“You were startled, it happens,” Kasumi replied. “I’ve been startled often enough. Come on.”

He grunted in response, and they headed into the corridor.

This part of the base felt a little different, if only because the architecture seemed slightly less minimalist. They made their way deeper into the passage and found more of the same: empty rooms, bloodstains, bullet casings that crunched underfoot, skeletons. No real clue about what had happened to the people here, so long ago, besides the fact that they’d mostly shot each other.

They only found two things of note. The first was discovered when a shocked Indigo suddenly appeared in a room they stepped into and nearly shot him. Apparently, these two corridors connected through a pair of rooms that he guessed had once been storage areas.

The second discovery was a single stairwell that led deeper into the darkness.

They finished confirming that this level of the outpost was vacant of what they were looking for and then gathered at the head of the stairs.

“This is uncomfortably familiar,” he muttered.

“Why?” Indigo asked.

“Something similar happened on my last mission. It doesn’t matter, we keep pushing. Kasumi has rear, everyone else between me and her,” Ethan replied, taking point and beginning his descent.

The stairwell went down a flight and twisted back onto itself. It was metal, and it groaned under their weight, but not too much. He hit the landing and checked down the next flight, finding more of the same.

Darkness and dust, but still no ringing sound, at least.

Ethan reached the bottom and found an open door awaiting him. Beyond it was another security checkpoint. He cleared it and then they moved on through the next door. He had to admit, this place was really boring in terms of design, nothing but cold, old metal walls and metal floors and metal ceilings.

It was a stupid thing to complain about, even inside his own head, but that was what came to him as he cleared the next room, which was of a good size. The security checkpoint let them onto a catwalk that overlooked a large, octagonal area. They had come across some elevators searching that last corridor and apparently this was where they led.

The place was an ancient slaughterhouse.

Bones and a worrying, creepy pale mist clung to the floor. At a glance, he’d say there were easily fifty corpses down here.

They played their lights across the area, trying to determine if there was any obvious danger.

“Something’s down here,” Kasumi said quietly.

“What?” Ethan replied immediately.

“I’m not sure, but look. You can see paths in the bones, trails, something walking through. Several times, back and forth, all over the place.”

Ethan looked closer and began to see the pattern of the paths through the graveyard. Whatever it was, it didn’t seem too big, judging by the path it had made. Or they. And the doors that they could see weren’t that big. The bulletproof, one-eyed monstrosity, for example, wouldn’t fit through any of them and would have smashed the bones to splinters in passing.

“I don’t see anything alive,” Kiva said finally.

“Let’s get down there. Casten, stay up here and watch our backs,” Ethan replied.

“Check.”

They moved cautiously down the stairwell and came to stand among the mist and the bones. Judging by the guns and shell casings and all the old blood, it seemed like this had been the site of a massive firefight a very long time ago. Most of the bodies were wearing the tattered remnants of gray-green uniforms, but not all of them were.

A couple looked more recent.

One looked very recent, not a skeleton at all, dressed in how you’d expect a traveler of the Vast to. Ethan moved slowly over to the body and nudged it with his foot.

“How’d he die?” he asked as Kiva crouched by him.

“Gimme a moment,” she murmured.

Ethan waited. He thought he could hear the ringing sound again, but he wasn’t sure if that was just his imagination. Kiva eventually found an anomaly.

“This is the only thing I can find on him,” she said, cutting his shirt away and revealing the outline of a human hand on the left side of his chest, over his heart.

“What the fuck is it?” Indigo muttered.

“I have no idea. I’ve never seen anything like it. It’s not a burn, or a disease, or an impact injury,” Kiva replied softly.

“This killed him though, right?” Ethan asked.

“It’s the only thing I could find.”

“So, something touched him? And he just died? God, look at his fucking face,” Indigo whispered.

Ethan found himself agreeing with a growing horror. The man’s face looked like he had died frozen in mindless, yammering terror. His eyes slowly fell to the handprint. It was a faint yellow in color. It almost looked like it had been burned into the flesh, as it had made an indention perhaps a few millimeters deep, but the skin was otherwise unblemished.

Ethan realized suddenly that he could hear the ringing noise for sure now.

“Contact right!” Casten shouted, causing them all to jump and raise their weapons.

Casten’s flashlight was focused on something coming through one of the far doors. Ethan tried to get a good look at it, but for the first several seconds, he had no idea what in the hell he was looking at. It looked physically impossible, and it slowly came into focus for him in a way that suggested his eyes were not struggling to see it, but his mind was struggling to process it.

It was not shaped like a human, not like anything he had ever seen before. At first, he thought it was flying, or hovering. It was a strange assortment of... tubes? Tentacles? Wires? The shape they made was vaguely familiar.

It was definitely coming closer.

As it drifted towards them, some of the bones moved out of its path as though it were nudging them aside with its feet. The mist was being disturbed, too.

But it had no feet.

And it almost looked like it was surrounded by a pocket of distorted air, exactly like what he had seen on the floor up above.

“Holy fucking shit, is that... is that a brain!?” Indigo whispered, aghast.

Ethan took an insane step closer, more out of a desire to get a clearer picture of what it was than anything else. When she said that, it was like the creature suddenly snapped into focus.

He was looking at a floating nervous system.

Complete with a brain, a very misshapen brain, and two floating eyes.

Looking at it hurt his head.

“What is that!?” Kiva gasped.

“I think it was once a human, but for some reason, most of it is now invisible,” Kasumi said. Even her voice had a sense of horrified awe.

“It’s dangerous,” Ethan said, getting a grip on himself. “Shoot it.”

The octagonal room was abruptly alive with the flickering staccato flashes and the roar of gunfire as all five of them gave into their primal fear instincts and opened up. They unleashed a torrent of lead on the creature.

They all ran dry at roughly the same time.

The creature was still standing.

More than that, it was still coming towards them.

They hadn’t done a damn thing to it.

“Oh fuck,” Indigo whispered.

“Well... this is a problem,” Kiva murmured.

Ethan’s mind was already working as he hastily reloaded. “Casten, get down here right now! Everyone move away from me and stay back.”

“What’s going on?” Kasumi asked as they backed up.

“I’m going to lead this thing upstairs and keep it busy. You four are going to search this place for what we need,” Ethan replied, beginning to edge back towards the stairs. He prayed it wasn’t smart enough to understand what he was saying.

And that this wouldn’t get him killed.

“What if there’s more?” Kiva asked.

“Then you guys will have to deal with it the same way,” he replied.

Ethan took a potshot at it, landing a perfect headshot and doing apparently nothing. The bullet didn’t even bounce off, it just... vanished.

What was this thing?

It did at least react to that, correcting its course to come for him now. It began to move a little faster. Ethan kept backing away, and it kept following him.

“I’ve got it! Go! That’s a direct order!” he snapped.

“Come on,” Kasumi said, and hastily led the others away.


Chapter Twenty




Ethan ignored the others for now. They could take care of themselves. He was going to have to handle this godforsaken thing. He shot it twice more as he got to the stairs and hustled up them back to the catwalk.

Those eyes, which were horrifically clear and somehow, in some way he couldn’t articulate, still human, were tracking him. He got to the doorway that led back to the stairwell and then waited for it and looked at the walking terror.

Waiting was hard, staring at it was nearly impossible, though.

The effect that seemed to cover its body hurt to look at, but that wasn’t the problem. The true difficulty lay in the sheer, unending terror it inspired in him. He had never in his life seen anything so alien or impossible. Not even that... darkness creature down in the hydroelectric plant.

The entity reached the base of the stairs and began coming up to the catwalk.

This was going to be the really hard part. He wasn’t sure what he needed to do to keep its attention, but he might not be able to break its line of sight.

The ringing noise was so loud that it was painful now.

As soon as it was up on the actual catwalk with him, Ethan shot it three times in the face and then disappeared back into the stairwell. He hurried up the first flight and then waited on the landing, staring back at the doorway, his heart beating furiously in his chest, sweat beginning to pour down his body now as he fought for control of himself.

He wasn’t sure he’d ever been scared like this before.

Certainly, he’d faced down more dangerous situations, right?

Maybe not.

The biggest problem with a new creature was that you didn’t know what it was capable of, but the more time you spent doing this, the easier it got to figure out what they might be able to do.

But this thing?

Dear God, was it a mystery.

Apparently, it could kill just by touching, though, and that was enough to inspire terror in the hardest of Crawlers.

The ringing abruptly got louder again as the entity arrived at the door leading into the stairwell. Ethan immediately ran up the second stairway, almost tripping in his desperation. He didn’t want the thing to reach up and touch him in passing.

Getting back up to the first floor, he lured it up after him.

A few heart pounding moments later, he had it up there with him. Now it was time to enact his plan, inasmuch as he had one. Really, what had got him thinking about this was the knowledge that there was a loop up here where those two empty rooms connected the two corridors. He should be able to lead that thing endlessly in a circle, given how single-minded it seemed.

As he led it away from the stairs and down the corridor, he hit his radio.

“Okay, I’ve got it up here and following me. I should be able to keep this up for as long as you need,” he said. “Tell me you haven’t seen any others.”

“We haven’t,” Kasumi replied, sounding a little distracted, “nor do we hear any ringing now. There doesn’t seem to be anything else down here. We’re hunting for the compound now.”

“Does it look more promising down there?” he asked, then grunted as his boot caught on something and he tripped.

“Are you alright?”

“Fine.”

“There are certainly a lot more crates down here. We’ll go as fast as we can. Don’t do anything stupid.”

“Little late for that,” he replied. “I’ll keep you posted with sixty-second updates.”

“Understood.”

He could almost hear the unspoken ‘be careful’ in her voice.

It occurred to him abruptly, as he came back into the main room and looked back down the corridor at the living horror that was stalking him, that he was going to have nightmares about this specific incident for probably the rest of his life.

Well, hopefully ‘the rest of his life’ was measured in decades instead of minutes.

The floating nervous system stepped into the main room, and he began heading down the next corridor, keeping the loop firmly in his mind so that he didn’t accidentally go into the wrong door and corner himself.

What a stupid way to die that would be.

Then again, probably most of the people who died in the Vast did so because they made one stupid decision because they were too tired, too hungry, or too terrified to think straight.

He walked, and it followed.

After a bit, he abruptly realized that it made no sound besides the ringing noise. No footsteps, no breathing, no nothing.

After completing two cycles of leading it around in a circle, Ethan found himself slowly going insane. He felt caught between two opposing forces: wanting to look at the thing and being terrified to look at it.

This thing was the most impossible creature he had ever witnessed, and his mind kept screaming questions. Mostly just: how the hell was this possible?

Was it an experiment? Was it on purpose? Some kind of accident?

He kept telling himself that it didn’t really matter right now. This thing was trying to kill him, and he couldn’t kill it. Even if Kasumi or one of them down there found some clue as to what had caused this thing to come into existence, he severely doubted they could fit together a plan to kill it with any kind of speed.

There was a thought deep in his mind, though, and he hated thinking about it.

What if this thing was a person who had been exposed to something awful, and they had slowly become like this, and had no way to stop it, and now was just trapped?

Not just here in this place, but trapped in this condition?

What if it was coming after them to try to get them to kill it?

As he finished another loop, Ethan found himself sickened with fear by the thought that if hell was real, it could definitely be this. Either torment for him, running endlessly in a circle, miserable and terrified, through a dark, desolate, rusted-out old military base on the surface of a dead world, chased forever by a silent horror.

Or it could be being condemned to be that silent horror that was chasing him, unable to die.

“Ethan? Are you okay?” Kiva asked.

Shit, he’d missed one of his check-ins. “Fine,” he panted, “still going.” He looked back over his shoulder again and felt his heart leap into his throat.

It was closer than it should be.

“I think it’s getting faster,” he said, rushing and putting more distance between them.

“We’ve just located a room that seems to house a lot of chemical compounds,” Kasumi said. “We’re searching now.”

“Just hurry,” he replied. “This thing is really starting to get to me.”

“Should probably send Casten and Indigo up, to get out front and make sure our exit is still secure,” Kasumi said.

“Shit. Right. Should’ve thought of that. Do it, but wait for my signal,” Ethan replied.

He felt better, mildly, as he stopped and looked back at the entity again. He knew that the rest of the squad was within a hundred feet or so of his present location, that if he really wanted to, he could probably find them in about two minutes, but ever since coming up here, he had felt alone in a way he rarely had in his life.

They might as well be on the other side of the planet.

But they were coming up. Even if they were only here for a moment, it helped tremendously. He just had to make sure he did this the right way, without getting anyone killed. Ethan kept luring the thing until he was back in front of the stairwell that had brought them both back up here. He kept going until he reached the threshold between the corridor and the big entryway at the front of the base.

The entity was definitely faster now. Why?

And how much faster could it get?

“Casten, Indigo, what’s your position?” he asked, then coughed.

His throat was dry, and he was absolutely soaked with sweat now. His head was staring to swim.

“At the base of the stairs, ready to come up,” Casten replied.

“Okay, come up now, but stop at the threshold. You’ll be able to see the entity walking towards me. Wait until my go and then get the fuck out of here.”

“Check,” Casten replied.

He saw both of them appear at the far end of the corridor. The entity, thankfully, didn’t hesitate. It seemed only to have eyes for him, for whatever reason.

God, it’s fucking eyes….

They were so human.

That made it a million times worse than some red slit-pupiled nightmare or smooth glassy silver, or any of the other bizarre eyes he’d seen out there.

It came into the main room with him, and he realized he’d let it get a little too close. Hurrying over to the other door and leading it back into the circuit, he yelled for them to go as soon as they were both in the opposite corridor.

He could hear them moving but ignored it completely as he stayed focused on the creature.

He continued to the end of the corridor and then waited and watched.

“Kasumi, if you can hurry up, that’d be awesome, because this thing is getting faster,” he said, staring at the ghastly being as it kept coming for him.

He was definitely going to have flashbacks to this.

“I’ve got it,” she said suddenly. “We’re coming back now.”

“Okay, coordinate with me. Let me know when you’re back to the base of the connecting stairwell.”

“Understood.”

Ethan kept going. He felt exhausted, his whole body bathed in sweat now from the sheer tension of being consistently chased, even slowly, by this thing. He led it around into the next hallway and then waited to see it come back into view, in front of the doorway Casten and Indigo had come through just a moment ago.

Only it didn’t come.

He waited, then waited longer, then began looking around frantically.

“We’re at the stairs,” Kasumi said.

“I’ve lost it,” Ethan replied. “Hold on. Be ready to run.”

He made his way back and peered cautiously into one of the two connecting rooms. He didn’t see it. He could hear the ringing noise but he’d been hearing it for so long now that he wasn’t sure of how near or far it was.

He began stepping into the room, it couldn’t be that far–“Oh fuck me!” he screamed as he realized it was right beside him, waiting just on the other side of the door, to the immediate left.

It was reaching for him.

He barely managed to scramble back out of the way and fell right on his ass with a heavy grunt. Ignoring the others as they tried frantically to ask what was happening, he scrambled away as it came for him, reaching with those wide, floating, unblinking, horrifyingly human eyes.

He lurched back to his feet and hurriedly put some distance between them. As he kept scrambling and saw the creature come back into view, he spied Kasumi and Kiva behind it, lurking in the stairwell, guns at the ready.

“Don’t,” he said over the radio. “Just get ready to run to the outside. On my mark.”

“Got it,” Kasumi replied. He wasn’t sure he’d ever heard so much tension in her voice.

Okay, he could do this.

One more time around.

Ethan led the creature, which was definitely moving faster than before and closing the gap between them with a worrying speed, back to the central room. As soon as he had it there and he’d successfully gotten it back into the second corridor, he gave the command.

Kasumi and Kiva sprinted down the hallway and out of the building as he led it ever onward.

“Okay,” he said as he came back around to the head of the stairs and kept a careful watch on it this time, “get ready to close that door behind me and then book it for the path up.”

“Ready,” Kasumi replied a few seconds later.

The creature came for him.

Ethan ran. He abandoned all pretenses of guiding it along and simply sprinted.

He made it down the corridor, bolted through the ingress room, and blasted past the others, back out to the ashes.

He didn’t think it was possible to be so happy to see the ashen surface, but he was thrilled.

Spinning back around to make sure Kasumi could do her job, he saw the creature making for them in its eternally silent way, the ringing whine getting louder and louder. It was crossing the ingress room when Kasumi got the door to close.

“Go!” he snapped, and they took off.

The next fifteen minutes were a nightmare of trying to hurry, navigate the ashes, and look back over his shoulder to see if it had somehow gotten free of the outpost.

It felt like an era before they hit the path, and as soon as they did, Ethan called for a stop.

“Are you okay?” Kasumi asked as he groped for his range-tracker.

“Fine,” he managed, and coughed a few times. He felt like he was going to puke or pass out. “Need to see for sure. Watch the area.”

He finally found the device and brought it to his eye. There, he studied the path they had taken through the ashes to get here and the outpost. The door remained intact, and he saw no obvious sign of the creature. After a long moment, he surmised that it must not have followed them.

“Okay,” he muttered, “let’s get the ever-loving fuck out of here.”


Chapter Twenty-One




The trip back to Wayport was more arduous than the trip out, even if fewer things happened.

They ran into almost nothing on the way back, just a handful of Mantises and a single Stray. Despite that, after everything that had happened in the dead outpost, Ethan felt like he’d been through the fight of his life.

At a certain point, he’d begun to wonder if perhaps his lethargy was some strange side effect of being in close proximity to the entity. After more time had passed and Kiva had run a few basic tests, she seemed confident that his exhaustion was just that: exhaustion brought on by intense, prolonged stress.

As it was, they had to take a few breaks. When they got back to the vehicle, he’d climbed into the back and passed out, handing over operational command to Kasumi after both she and Kiva insisted that he try to sleep.

He’d awoken, bleary and delirious, as they were bringing the vehicle back up to the wall outside Wayport.

It had been enough rest to get him through a debriefing with Donovan. Then he’d returned all his stuff, changed out, and forced himself to stand upright as he walked back home with Kiva and Kasumi. He’d found Ember just finishing up talking with Lena about something. He could tell that she was about to ask him for help with something, but when she actually looked into his eyes, he saw her instantly change her mind.

“What happened out there?” she asked as she hurried over to him, hugging him tightly and helping him stay standing.

“I don’t want to talk about it,” he replied. “I need a shower.”

“Come on.”

Both Ember and Kiva ended up bathing with him, and he’d fully intended to sleep with Ember as soon as they were done, but the moment he got beneath the blankets and settled for even just a moment, he instantly fell asleep.

When next he opened his eyes, it was morning.

The lethargy had been pushed back, but he could still feel it lingering in the shadows of his soul. Even as he got up and took a leak and began preparing to face the day, Ethan knew that he was going to need a proper rest where he didn’t do much of anything for at least another day or two before it would be completely gone.

As he finished dressing, he realized that he didn’t know if he was still needed or not. Grabbing his radio, he dialed up HQ and slipped into the living room.

“This is Jon, what do you need, Ethan?”

“Does Donovan need me today?”

“No. Not today. He was rather specific that no one go out into the Vast today, but especially you and your, uh, household. He wants you all resting.”

“Got it.”

He signed off and then sighed softly, considering the situation.

Given how smart and motivated Cross was, and how desperate everyone else was to fix this, he knew he’d be lucky to get a day of rest out of this. For a moment, he cast about mentally, unsure of how he wanted to spend it. He knew he should be resting right now, but….

Abruptly, an idea came to him, and he seized upon it immediately.

Ethan walked back to the bedroom, already thinking of who he was going to take first, thinking that it was probably going to be Kasumi, because he was going to base it on who was up first, but then he saw that Lorna was sitting up.

Kiva and Ember were still out cold.

“Everything okay?” Lorna murmured.

“Yeah, everything’s fine. Uh... wanna go out on a date? Get some breakfast?”

“Right now?” she asked.

“Yeah, right now. You and me.”

“Okay!” she whispered brightly and got out of bed and headed for the bathroom.

Ethan moved over to Ember’s side of the bed and crouched beside her. He put a hand on her bare arm and began to rub it gently. She came awake slowly, inhaling and stretching.

“Oh... hey, is everything good?” she murmured.

“Everything’s fine, sweetheart. I just wanted to let you know that I’m going out for breakfast with Lorna.”

“Oh... I could come too,” she said, then yawned loudly.

“Why don’t you go back to sleep? I’ve decided I’m going to have one-on-one date time with each of you today. So why don’t you think about what you really want to do with me today? I would also appreciate it if you’d tell Kiva and Kasumi.”

“They’ll probably wake up before me, but yes, I can do that. I’m going back to sleep. Have fun with Lorna.”

“All right.”

He began to stand but her hand shot out and grasped his wrist. “I love you.”

Ethan laughed softly and kissed the back of her hand. “I love you, too.”

She smiled and withdrew her hand, then rolled over.

After making sure Hopper was properly tended to, Ethan grabbed a fresh set of clothes and then headed for the bathroom. He waited as he heard Lorna moving around, and then abruptly the door opened, and she almost walked into him.

“Oh! Hi, I was just going to find you,” she said.

“What’s up?” he asked. “I wanted to shower before we headed out.”

“Me too….” She adopted a coy smile. “Is it considered poor form to fuck your date before having the actual date?”

He chuckled. “I think it’s all right if you’re already dating.”

Her grin broadened, and she grabbed his hand. “Then let’s get in there.”
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“This honestly feels really weird,” Lorna murmured as they walked into the Marketplace.

“It does, but why do you think so?” Ethan replied.

They had gotten a lot done quickly since the attack, and the Market definitely looked a lot closer to its old self. It was interesting, though, because the chaos of the attack had thrown several things into disarray.

Some shacks had collapsed completely, and a few longstanding staples of the Marketplace had been killed or badly injured enough that they were out of the game for a while at least. He heard three different people negotiating with the people who actually ran and maintained the Market for bigger or better spots.

“I mean all this is crazy and chaotic, and things are kinda fucked right now overall. What’s really getting to me is that you’ve decided to have a date with all the women you are currently living with and why did you choose me to go first!? I’m the latest arrival, and I am thrilled about our relationship. It’s going very well so far, but... it feels weird!”

“You were the first one awake,” he replied.

“Yeah, but-well actually Kasumi was probably awake before me, but that isn’t the point! Won’t they be annoyed?” she asked.

“No. I mean, I don’t think so. I can’t imagine Kiva or Kasumi will take it personally. I already talked to Ember about this, right after you left the room. She wanted to sleep. She’s fine with this happening.”

“Are you sure? I don’t... know the rules of this,” she murmured. Her anxiety was obvious on her face and in her tone.

“I’m positive, Lorna. I wouldn’t have done this unless I was confident in my assertion. And the rules... are to respect each other, and listen to each other, and be kind. Beyond that? The rules are what we agree on. There honestly aren’t much in the way of rules for a relationship like this.”

“I guess so.”

“You seemed like you had somewhere specific in mind.”

“Yes! Here, the stall is still there. They looked crazy busy yesterday, but they make these amazing breakfast burritos... there! Ooh, perfect! We just missed the morning rush, come on.”

They walked up to the shack, and each got their hands on a hefty breakfast burrito stuffed with potatoes, scrambled eggs, bacon, and a mix of vegetables. Ethan got his made with a bit of salsa, as he was finding it seemed to make damn near everything it touched better. He did basically a meet and greet with everyone in the vicinity, as at this point everyone knew his face.

He was tempted to ask for some privacy, but it was obvious that people needed this right now. What really changed his mind though was that it was obvious Lorna was into it. She was also recognized, and she seemed pleased with that. But what she was really interested in seemed to be the people trying to talk to Ethan and get his attention.

In the end, they spent about fifteen minutes fielding questions before Lorna realized their food was getting cold. That finally got people to leave them alone. They found a table between a pair of unoccupied shacks and sat across from each other.

“You’re good at that,” she said after they’d eaten some.

“At what exactly?” he replied.

“Talking with people. Being social.”

“I don’t think so. I’m definitely awkward.”

“You’re less awkward than you think. As an outsider looking in, and you come off as authentic. People who get famous tend to come off like politicians: fake as hell. You aren’t like that. It’s nice.”

“Hopefully it stays that way.” A moment passed as they kept eating. “So... how are you holding up, Lorna? With, you know, everything?”

She laughed a little ruefully. “I mean, pretty well? It’s been really busy, and that’s kind of been nice. I’ve cried a few times, but I’m pretty sure damn near everyone in the bastion has too. I’m kinda getting the feeling that I’m gonna freak out later. Like nothing major, but I might need a day to myself where I just... process all this. How about you? I know something bad happened on your mission yesterday….”

He sighed. “It’s... I don’t want to tell you.”

“Why?”

“I don’t want to give you nightmares.”

“...seriously? You’re not joking right now?”

“I’m not joking right now. I’m definitely going to have nightmares about that fucking thing I ran into on the surface.”

“The surface... what was it like?”

“Dead. Just dead. Ashes everywhere. And besides one single... thing we ran into up there, nothing alive. Nothing even remotely alive. It’s just dead up there. And terrifying. The sky... is too big.”

“Huh. Interesting. Why?”

“No walls to hold it up.”

She looked up suddenly and stared at the cavern’s roof high above them for a long moment. Then a look of worry and mild fear passed across her face, and she looked back to him. “Yeah, okay, that makes sense. That would be super fucking weird. But anyway, you asked a question. I’m okay right now, might need a big, huge cry in your arms later... if that’s not asking too much.”

“Lorna, you are my girlfriend. I know you’re my fourth, but you aren’t an afterthought. I give a shit about you as much as I do about Ember and Kiva and Kasumi. If you need something from me, then it’s not too much to ask.”

“Really?” she murmured.

“Really,” he replied firmly.

“You’re handing me a lot of power, it feels like.”

“I mean, I am. That’s what relationships are. You give power to the other person. On the condition that they don’t abuse that power. I don’t want….” He paused and frowned thoughtfully for a moment. “I don’t want you to feel like you aren’t being seen, or that you shouldn’t be seen.”

“Is there a reason you think I might? I mean, you’re probably right that it’s going to be a problem, but….”

“It’s just, all the others have personalities that have been strengthened by a great deal. Ember... will never not tell me something. She’s just got too much passion, too strong a personality. If she was feeling neglected or if she was pissed at me, it wouldn’t last. She’d say it to my face. Which, to be clear, is very good. I want everyone to feel like they can tell me they have a problem. Kiva has a kind of quiet but strong stoicism about her. She’ll speak up for herself. And Kasumi? I mean, come on, she’s Kasumi.”

“Right.”

“And you are a brave, intelligent person, Lorna. Of that I have no doubt. But you’ve let it be known that you feel a little... overshadowed by everyone. And I don’t want that to happen. I want you to feel like you can speak up and be heard. You aren’t going to be dismissed because you’re the newest… or the youngest.”

She sighed, looking vaguely surprised. “Fuck. You really can read people. That’s honestly what I’m worried about the most. I mean, it’s stupid. I know I’m only a few years younger than you and Ember, but you both have been through so much more than me. And I worry about being seen as immature. I’ve been kind of thinking about tacking on a second thing to this breakfast date, but I’m worried you’ll think it’s so stupid and juvenile.”

“Lorna, you are a Crawler. You go out into the Vast, you fight monsters, and you keep this bastion safe. You put your life on the line for every motherfucker in here every single time you go out there. You could go home and play with dolls all night, and I would lose exactly no respect for you. And shit, Crawler or not, what you do to unwind? That’s your fucking business. Honestly, at this point, I enthusiastically support doing whatever it is you want if it makes you happy. If I genuinely don’t want to do it, I’ll let you know... now what is it? Because I’m curious.”

“Well... okay. There’s another Market up on the second tier, although it’s more for entertainment than anything else. They have an arcade. I had one at my old bastion I got to play every now and then, and I’ve wanted so bad to try it again.”

“An arcade is... games, right?”

“You’ve never been to an arcade!?” she asked, suddenly excited.

“Never.”

“Have you played a holographic game before?”

“I’ve seen them since coming here, but I haven’t really played.”

“Holy shit. Okay, finish up, we’re so doing this. It’s going to be a lot of fun.”

“All right, show me the way.”

They hastily began finishing off their breakfast burritos.


Chapter Twenty-Two




“So, was I right or what?” Lorna asked.

“You were right,” Ethan replied, grinning as he led her back inside of their home.

Something had definitely changed during their time together this morning, he was sure of it. There was just something in her stance, in her voice, that had never quite been completely there before now. It was an ease, a confidence that had certainly been within her ever since they had first met, but had never quite taken root, at least in regard to the relationship.

He honestly felt bad that he hadn’t had this conversation sooner, but everything had been so insane lately….

And that was probably going to get worse.

Which was exactly why he was doing this.

“We have to go back,” she said.

“I would be thrilled to go back there with you.”

She grinned and kissed them, pulled back, paused, then kissed him again. Then once more. Then she began to go in for another, but hesitated.

“I guess I should let someone else have you,” she murmured.

“Yes, you should. You’ve already had me in every sense of the word today,” he replied.

She giggled. “Yep. Okay, I’m going to go read for a while, then go spend time with my family.”

“Have fun, Lorna.”

As they parted and she headed off back towards the bedroom, he realized abruptly that he was being watched. Kasumi stood in the door that connected the kitchen to the living room, she had a small, vaguely amused smile on her face.

“Hello, dear,” she murmured.

“Hey, Kasumi,” he replied. “You want to go on a date?”

She raised an eyebrow, more amused. “What brought this on?”

“We might die tomorrow, and also I love spending time with you.”

She laughed. “Those are both very good reasons. Yes, I would love to go on a date with you. I know exactly what I want to do. Help me put together a meal.”

“You got it,” he replied, and joined her in the kitchen.
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“I’ve never brought anyone here before, Ethan. I hope you appreciate that,” Kasumi said as he followed her along the narrow path that she insisted was safe.

“I do,” he replied.

She paused. “Sorry, that was... a little condescending. What I meant was: this place is special to me, and I am sharing it with you because I like and respect you.”

“That works fine for me,” he replied.

They had put together a simple meal of soup and sandwiches, packed it all in a cooler, and then headed out. She had led him through the bastion, up to the second tier, then to the third. They had kept going until they’d come to a quiet and not often traveled place.

“Why is no one around here?” he asked.

“That structure we passed coming in? The one under guard? It’s the water filtration plant for the third tier. Obviously pretty important, so people aren’t really allowed back here, but people also have little in the way of reasons to come back here. I don’t think most people know this path exists.”

“How’d you find it?”

“I just noticed it one day about twelve years ago, from down below. I was curious, so I tried to investigate, got turned back. After I became a Crawler, it was the first thing I did. I come up here maybe once every few months, more if I’m stressed. But I’ve never seen anyone up here in all the times I’ve visited... here we are.”

The path twisted around a sheer rock wall and then abruptly opened up onto a small plateau that overlooked the entire bastion.

“Um, wow,” he muttered, immediately awestruck by the view.

“Yep,” Kasumi agreed.

He stood with her on that little piece of land and looked out over it all, their entire settlement. It looked oddly small and fragile from up here, although he knew that might just be due to recent events. After a moment, they set down a blanket they’d brought and then set the food out.

“So... how are you holding up?” Ethan asked.

“I was going to ask you the same thing,” Kasumi replied.

“You, first.”

She laughed softly. “Fair enough. I’m basically good.”

“Basically?”

“I will admit to more apprehension than usual. Because of recent events, but really because I have so much more to lose now. I will also admit to a certain... detachment from the rest of the world around me over the past few years. It wasn’t really intentional, and I didn’t even fully realize it was happening until we got together. But, overall, I’m okay. I’ll feel much better once we have this whole situation under control.”

“So will I,” he muttered.

“Your turn.”

He chuckled. “Okay, fair’s fair. I’m kinda fucked up, and I’m exhausted. I’m really scared of what’s coming next, but I think I can handle it.”

“I think, under the circumstances, that’s about as good as can be expected. But if there’s anything you need or even want me to do, don’t hesitate to tell me.”

“I appreciate it, and I’ll keep it in mind. I was just telling the same thing to Lorna... do you think I’d hide things from you?”

Kasumi twisted her lips, considering. “I think... you are still somewhat intimidated by me. A lot of people are. It suits me for most people, but not for a lover. We have to be on equal footing, or the relationship won’t function. It can be difficult. But I want to state plainly, and to remind you from time to time, that I take you seriously. You can bring any concern to me, Ethan. And….”

“What?” he asked when she paused for too long.

“I suppose, I wanted to say that I do respect you, Ethan. I know it seems like I might be judgmental towards most other people. And, I guess, on some level I am. I afford everyone a basic amount of respect, human decency, but I wanted to say that I respect you as a warrior and a partner. And I’m coming to realize that I’ve... partially forgotten how to be in a relationship. And I suppose I’m asking for patience while I sort everything out. If I’m fucking this up, I’d ask that you tell me.”

“I understand. I don’t think you’re fucking this up, and I respect you, too, Kasumi. I’m happy with how this has gone so far, and where it looks to be going.”

She lost her pensive look and regained her slightly amused expression. “Where do you see it going, exactly?”

He laughed. “Man, you don’t stay shy and awkward for long, huh?”

“I do not, now answer the question,” she replied.

“Yes, dear. I see this going like... well, how it has been going. We live together, we work together, we spend time together, we have sex. We’ll fall in love, and I think it will be a... serene love, calm most of the time, punctuated by occasional bursts of fierce passion.”

Her smile grew, then it dimmed a little as she became serious again. “How long do you see this going?”

“The rest of my life,” he replied.

She raised an eyebrow. “Truly?”

“Yeah. Don’t you?”

“I... I’m not sure,” she admitted. “I suppose I hadn’t thought that far ahead, but... yes. Yes, I think so. I really, really like what we have, and that enjoyment only strengthens as I spend more time with you. And... there is something special about our relationship. Something I’ve never felt before, not with anyone else.

“Something hard to define, but unquestionably good. And I suppose if I had to make a choice to tie myself to a single person for the rest of my life romantically... you are a very good choice. Mmm. You got that uncomfortable look on your face when I said that.”

“I’m happy, to be clear. Very happy. I guess I just feel kind of weird because I’m... not tying myself to just you forever? I typically go to bed with three women who aren’t you. And I’m trying to get two of those women pregnant,” he replied.

“Oh. I don’t resent any of you for that, Ethan. I’m not upset about it. If I was, I wouldn’t have agreed to this. Also, for the record, if I did want to get pregnant, I would only want you to be the one to do it. But I don’t want to have a child of my own, and consequently I’m very grateful that the situation worked out as it did.”

He grinned. “In other words, you’re very happy that Ember and Kiva are going to be mothers, so you don’t have to be.”

“Exactly. And you get that, at an emotional level, and that is just one part of the reason I’m happy with this arrangement.” She slowly lost her smile again. “There is one more thing I wanted to say to you, a request.”

“I’m positive I’ll grant it,” he replied.

“I hope so. I am.... How do I put this? I don’t make being in a relationship with me easy. I’m very much a loner. I know we’ve discussed it before, but I truly wanted to drive this point home and make it stick with you: if you are having a problem with me, of any kind, tell me. Tell me plainly. Because one of my last great real fears is that I will fuck this up, and I don’t want to do that. Not now that I’ve found it.”

He took her hand. “I promise, I will tell you, Kasumi. I want this to work as much as you do. So, I promise to dedicate myself to working with you, in a union, to maintain this relationship.”

She smiled again. “Sounds like marriage.”

“It is, I suppose.”

“Yes….” She looked down at her hand in his own, wiggling her ring finger a little. “You know, I would like a ring, now that I’ve thought about it. Just a simple one.”

“You want me to pick out a ring to give you?” he asked.

“Yes. I imagine we’ll probably all want them at some point, but yes. I like blue green. No precious minerals or gems, just a band of metal. Something simple yet enduring.”

“I will get that for you then,” he replied, and kissed the back of her hand.

“Thank you.” A moment passed, and when Kasumi spoke again, she had an oddly reserved tone. “So, I have a question….”

“I’m listening. And curious as hell. You rarely hesitate.”

“It’s a sex question... what’s your favorite position?”

“Ah.” He paused, considered it. “I don’t have one. I think the real answer, though, is that it depends on the woman.”

“Oh. What’s our favorite position then?”

“You on top. Facing me.”

She laughed. “Truly?”

“Oh yes.”

“Why?”

“It’s... hmm. I guess it’s because it’s where your most attractive quality is the most obvious.”

“And that is?”

“Your confidence, I figured that’d be obvious by now. When you ride me, you just seem really confident and really satisfied with yourself. You seem like you know exactly what you’re doing. Plus, you just look wicked hot from that angle... how about you? Favorite position?”

She chuckled. “The same, actually, kind of for the same reason. You’re a lot bigger than I am. You’re nearly a foot taller than me, you’re basically twice my size. But you... surrender to me. It’s a very nice feeling in the moment. Although I must admit, being pushed onto my hands and knees and fucked into oblivion from behind is a close second.”

“Same,” he agreed. “That’s my favorite position for Kiva.”

“Oh yeah? Is it for any specific reason or is it because she has the biggest, shapeliest ass of any of us?”

“Mostly that second one, yeah. Her ass is beyond incredible. I’m still figuring it out with Lorna. It’s definitely missionary for Ember, although I don’t know why. Just... feels best with her, out of all the positions we’ve tried. Is this really not weird to talk about? I have to admit, I’m more or less settled in my relationships, but I’m always afraid someone’s going to explode at some point over something related to sex,” he asked.

“Speaking only for myself, it doesn’t bother me,” Kasumi replied. “I’ve never been a jealous person, I’m not truly sure why. Perhaps a quirk of my genetic engineering? Either way, I seem to have gotten lucky. Jealousy always seems painful and difficult to dispel.”

“It is.”

“Relationships are unique, complicated beasts. Certainly, they all have some commonalities, but ultimately each person must determine how their relationship functions for themselves. The five of us have decided this works for us. I’m very happy. Or, well, I will be once this shit gets sorted out. But in my home life? Very, very happy. I’m happy about where I live, who I live with, and the sex I’m having. Speaking of which….”

“What?” he asked. She raised an eyebrow, then looked down between them. “Here?”

“Yes. Here.”

“It seems kind of dangerous.”

“Do we not live dangerously?”

Ethan stared at her, then chuckled and started unbuttoning her shirt.


Chapter Twenty-Three




“I genuinely don’t know where we’re going,” Kiva said.

“Good,” Ethan replied, leading her along their chosen path along the third tier.

“I’ve never been up here except for that meeting with the Governor and the times we brought Hopper up here. I don’t even know what’s up here.”

“Something you have said you really like and want to see.”

“I already appreciate it.”

He smiled and took her hand, then laced their fingers together.

After he and Kasumi had managed to have their fun without falling to their deaths, they’d lain around for a time, and had finally packed up and headed home. Kiva was ready to spend time together and apparently, she and Ember had already worked out who would go next.

Evidently, Ember wanted to end the day with him, which he was fine with.

“Okay, big building,” Kiva murmured. They turned off the main path and approached the long structure that was built back into the rock wall. “It kind of looks familiar, although buildings look so similar from the outside here….”

“You’ve been to a place like this before, several times,” he replied as they approached the front doors, which were guarded by an armed woman in gray armor.

“IDs,” she said as they came up to her.

Her tone was a little terse but the faint smile on her face told him there was a good chance she’d been made aware of the fact that they were coming, and why. When he’d called and gotten permission for this, they had wanted a very exact reason for why, so he’d told them.

“Welcome,” she said, and opened the door for them. “You’re cleared for thirty minutes.”

“Understood,” Ethan replied, nodding to her.

He and Kiva walked inside, finding themselves in a room that basically functioned as an airlock. There was another guard inside, and he instructed them to wash up.

“So, what is this building?” Kiva asked quietly as they scrubbed their hands.

“You’ll see,” he replied.

He thought that maybe she had figured it out already. Probably she had, given how much smarter she was than him, but was happy enough to engage in pretending otherwise for a bit longer. They finished washing up, and then were put through a decontamination bay.

And then they stepped into the room that connected three separate hydroponic gardens.

“Oh wow…” Kiva whispered, taking her time to look in each doorway.

Ethan waited, smiling and watching her. There was a great pleasure in seeing the simple but intense joy that lit her up as she simply stared. After a moment of this, she came back over, took his hand again, and began leading him into the first of the long bays.

For a little while, they simply walked among the tables and the rows of the individual gardens, each encased mostly in glass. Even with the glass, the air was heavy with the scents of many different plants. This section was mostly fruits. He saw a dozen different fruits as they walked along, all of them in different stages of growth.

“I don’t know why I like hydroponic gardens so much,” Kiva murmured. They reached the end of the bay and started making their way slowly back. “I’ve thought about it a lot, though, and what I ultimately settled on was that we are supposed to be among the plants. Any kind of plants. I’ve seen pictures of fields and forests and rivers, and they always call to me. I miss it, even though I’ve never actually experienced it. Nostalgia for something that never was, at least for you, there must be a word for that.”

“If there is, I don’t know it. But what you say makes sense. The ashes have barely been here for a century, but for millions of years there was life everywhere.”

“Yes... this kind of thing has happened before. Asteroids, massive ones, have hit the planet before and thrown ashes into the atmosphere and killed damn near everything. But life always comes back. We’re still here. I like to believe we’ll come back from this, that the ashes will blow away, and new things will grow, even if our grandchildren won’t see it, it’ll happen.”

“I do love your optimism,” Ethan murmured.

As they came back to their starting point, Kiva paused and looked at him. She gave him a kiss, then she gave him a long hug.

“Thank you for this,” she whispered. “This... I needed this. I’ve been meaning to do it, but now I’m so glad I didn’t. I’m so glad I did this with you.”

“So am I,” he murmured, kissing her cheek.

“Come on,” she said, pulling back after a moment with a broad grin.

They headed into the next bay and walked slowly among the gardens.

For a while, they let themselves be lost in the moment. They walked the length of the hydroponic bays several times, basking in the natural glow. Ethan had been in a hydroponic garden before, as Refuge did have one, and he’d had cause to go in there now and again. He thought that Kiva was right. It was peaceful in a way nothing else was, but being here in a proper one, with a much wider variety of plants growing….

Yeah, it did call to him, to something deep… something significant.

He had intended to talk with Kiva about some things while they were in the garden, but he found the thoughts kept slipping away from him. At a certain point he just decided to wait. She seemed far too happy in the moment to try to talk to her about anything but what she wanted to talk about, which was very little.

Eventually, though, their half an hour was up, and they left.

They walked quietly together until they found a little bench that had been placed on a scenic overlook. Certainly not as scenic as where he and Kasumi had been not that long ago, but still, it offered a nice view.

“I wanted to ask you how you’re doing, Kiva. In general,” he said after a pause.

“In general? Well... that’s a mixed bag. Mostly good, terrified of the problems we’re facing. But other than that? Really, really good,” she replied. “Why? Do I seem off?”

“No, you don’t. I’m just... catching up with everyone. Making sure everyone’s all right. And... I guess I wanted to make sure that you’re still, um... good? With the relationship? You haven’t given me cause to worry; I’m just trying to do my due diligence.”

She smiled. “You’re more nervous than I normally am about social things, but it’s fine, Ethan. I understand why you would be concerned. Both because you’re a great man, and also a great partner, but also because our circumstances are... not usual.”

He chuckled. “Yeah. For a number of reasons and thank you. You also are a very great partner.”

“Thank you, dear.” She was silent for a moment, looking out over the bastion. “I get feelings,” she said finally, leaning back against the bench, “intense ones... usually telling me to do something. I’ve woken up a few times and abruptly had the thought that I should probably move on. I was always right. Whenever I got those feelings, I kept tabs on the settlements I left, inasmuch as I could. One of them burned down a day after I left. Another, I found out there was a bounty hunter looking for someone named Keza and I just knew I would’ve been misidentified. Another one got hit by an earthquake.”

“That’s crazy,” he murmured.

“Yeah. Sometimes I got notions that I should stop and stay somewhere for a while. Sometimes it was about people, that I should or shouldn’t trust them. When I saw you... I got the strongest notion of my life. Just boom: this guy is it; this guy is the one. This is the person you’ve been looking for to settle down with for a decade now. It’s him. Naturally, I was cautious, and then I thought I was wrong when I met Ember, but obviously I wasn’t wrong. You are the one.”

“You’re really sure about that?” he replied. He was annoyed by how cautious and uncertain his voice sounded.

She smiled serenely. “I’ve never been more sure of anything in my life, Ethan. Every day we’re together just proves it to me more. You’re caring, and you’re kind. I have a hundred other words I could rattle off to describe you, all of them good. I love you. I am in love with you, and I am still falling in love with you. Believe me, I wouldn’t have gone out of my way to try and get pregnant by you unless I was positive. By the way... I think I am.”

“You are... pregnant?” he replied, sitting up.

Her grin broadened. “Mmm-hmm. I didn’t do the test today because I wanted you there for it, but... I’m getting a feeling. A notion.” She brought his hand over to her stomach and laid it there, putting her own over his. “I’m pretty sure I’m pregnant with your child.”

Ethan just stared at her. He believed her, although he wasn’t sure if he believed that she believed what she was saying, or that she actually did have some kind of secret knowledge. But he thought she was right. He thought that if they took a test, here and now, it would turn up positive.

“I... don’t know what to say,” he whispered.

“I know, sweetheart. I don’t either. But... it’s okay. Because we don’t have to say anything. We can just sit here together, the three of us, and enjoy this moment.”

“I’d like that,” he said, putting his other arm around her and scooting closer while keeping his hand over her belly.

They stayed like that for a long time.
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Ethan hesitated as he and Kiva approached their home.

He heard Lena speaking somewhere nearby. He looked around and saw her across her way, talking with a few others. It seemed like the conversation was wrapping up.

“Go on,” Kiva said.

He looked back at her. “You sure?”

“Yes. Ember will wait a little longer, and we’ve had a great time together. And Lena is important, to all of us, but also to you.”

“Yeah…” he murmured. “Okay, I’ll be back in a bit.”

Kiva headed inside and he jogged over to Lena as he saw that she had indeed finished her conversation. She turned towards him slowly, and the slight smile on her face said that she had already noticed him and was expecting him.

“Hey, Lena,” he said, a little awkwardly.

He always felt weirdly stuck for what to say around her whenever they started a conversation, and she always seemed amused by it.

“Hello, Ethan,” she replied, a little demurely, “how is everything?”

“Um... it’s a mixed bag.” He paused, considered how to say this, then gave up. “I’m going to be doing something that is probably more dangerous than anything else I’ve ever done. I might not make it back, and so I’m spending some time today with the people in my life. And I know we’re not exactly, um, dating, but you are important to me. I have enjoyed our time together, and I wanted to spend a little more time with you.”

The quality of her smile changed, became a bit more sincere and sweet. “That’s very kind of you, Ethan. And I feel the same way. I would love to spend a bit of time with you. But….” She glanced back behind him at his house for a moment. “Is this coming at the cost of someone else?”

“Well, I’ve already had my special time with Lorna, Kasumi, and Kiva. After you, I need to see Ember, but she’ll understand.”

“She’s very important to you,” Lena said. “She’s the mother of your child. So... we’ll just cut through the pleasantries and save them for another day. Instead, I will offer to take you to the bathtub in my basement and enjoy some quality time together. Maybe half an hour. How does that sound?”

“That sounds like a very wonderful offer, and I will take it gratefully,” Ethan replied.

Her smile grew a bit more coy again, and she turned and began walking back towards her own home. “Then follow me.”

Ethan followed quickly.
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His time with Lena ended up being closer to forty-five minutes, but Ember didn’t mind.

In fact, when he got home, he found that she was happy for the turn of events. She had used the opportunity to, with the others’ help, put together a nice dinner of bread and meat and vegetable stew. It turned out to be especially good because apparently, she’d gotten her hands on some top quality and rare spices. She had put them to use, given that it was a special occasion.

By the time he got home, the table was set, and dinner was basically ready.

He sat across from Ember, both of them smiling almost giddily at each other, and ate.

“Are you sure this is what you want for your date night?” he asked after he’d sated the worst of his appetite.

“I’m positive, Ethan,” she replied. “Unless you aren’t?”

“Oh no, I’m happy. I’m blissful right now. I just, you know, I wanted to take you all out into the bastion to do something you wanted. I already did that with the others….”

“I’m where I want to be, Ethan. After everything that’s happened over the past few days, I really, really wanted a night in. I thought you might, too.”

“Oh yeah, I do.” They ate for a moment more, and then he noticed a distracted smile on her face. “What are you thinking about?”

She chuckled softly. “I was thinking that it seems impossible to me that, not even three months ago, I was cowering in an abandoned shack, illegally, with basically nothing to my name and no one but Hopper for company most days. Then you stepped into my life and changed everything.”

“You did the same for me,” he murmured.

“I know, and I’m so glad I could.” She grew more serious abruptly and looked him dead in the eye. “I don’t think I’ve said this enough, but you saved my life. You saved me from... everything… going to prison, starvation, assault, and sickness. Anything could have happened to me, and given enough time, it likely all would’ve. And you didn’t just save me, you change everything for the better. In a way I didn’t even think was possible. All my work with the Pit? That’s because of you.”

“I’m not sure if that’s true.”

“No, it is,” she said flatly. “I’ve thought about it… a lot. And while I know I would’ve been driven to at least try to do the things that I’m doing now, helping people, I would never have been as effective as I can be now. I’d be shocked if I could get even a quarter of the things done. You were the one who took the job as Crawler. You were the one who went to bat for me with the Governor. You were the one who helped me convince everyone in the Pit to actually listen and work together.”

He pondered that for a moment. “We both did a lot,” he said finally. “And I’m not just passing this off out of gratitude or humility. Neither of us could have done it without the other. I did open the door, I’ll acknowledge that, but you stepped through. You absolutely did the job, the hard work, and you did it well. Providing someone an opportunity doesn’t mean much if they squander it. You didn’t. You took a single seed and made a whole garden. I did provide the seed, and I did help tend to the garden, but it’s mostly you. You and Lena.”

She was reddening at this point, and she seemed to seize upon the opportunity to talk about something else, either unable or unwilling to accept the praise. “How is Lena?”

“Happy,” he replied. “And... limber, for a woman in her forties.”

Ember laughed. “She sounds like something else. I’m really, really glad you two hooked up. Even if she doesn’t move in with us and even if it doesn’t get any more serious than this, I think you’re making her feel very happy. I mean great sex is great, to be sure, but it’s... there’s more to it than that. Being with you is like... mmm. It just feels good. You make a woman feel loved and safe. And that’s a very, very important and good feeling. Plus, I imagine she likes to feel sexy.”

“Oh, well, I can keep providing all that for years to come. Provided everyone’s still cool with it.”

She raised an eyebrow. “Oh? You still going to be railing Lena in fifteen years, and she’s gone completely gray?”

“Fuck yes, I am,” he replied. Ember laughed. “What? I have seen older women who are still fucking hot.”

“Good for me, I guess. And Kiva and Lorna. I imagine Kasumi is going to look like how she does now for easily the next fifty years.”

“Possibly, but come on, babe, I’m attracted to you for more than your perky tits and smooth stomach and clear skin.”

She laughed. “You’d fucking better be,” she said, looking down and laying a hand across her belly, “because that’s mostly going away soon.”

“It might not,” he replied, “but either way, I’m never going to give you shit for changing or aging, Ember.”

“I believe you,” she said, her smile more vulnerable now. “And it means a lot to hear. And I also feel the same way about you. Although I’m certain you’re going to age pretty damn well, given your lifestyle. But it doesn’t matter. I’m committed to you. I mean that’s obvious at this point, but I wanted to say it. I want to say a lot of things to you.... I’m so fucking scared about your next mission.” Now her smile disappeared completely.

“I know,” he murmured, “I am, too.”

“Is everyone in this house but me going?”

“I don’t think Lorna is, unless it’s truly an all-hands-on-deck situation. But I imagine he’ll want to keep at least a few Crawlers back, in case of emergency, or in case we fail. And she’s the least experienced, so she’ll definitely be in that group if he does make that decision.”

A moment of silence passed.

Ember sighed. “I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have brought it up. We’re having a nice date night together, and there will be plenty of time to worry over things I can’t change.”

“There will,” he agreed. “For now: happy.”

Her smile tentatively returned. “Happy.”

They kept eating until their meal was gone, and then they sat for a time in companionable silence. After a few minutes, Ethan felt something brush his foot. He realized it was her foot.

Ember smiled at him. “Horny,” she murmured.

“Horny,” he agreed, and they both stood up and began heading for the bedroom.


Chapter Twenty-Four




The call came at seven in the morning.

Ethan, Kiva, and Kasumi were in Briefing One by seven thirty.

Ethan led Kasumi and Kiva into the room and found the others already waiting for him. Ridge, Casten, Xander, Indigo, and Eastmore all sat with Donovan. Everyone looked grim-faced and stony, and the only sound in the room was that of the holographic projector whirring softly.

They quickly took their seats.

Ethan thought Donovan would jump right in, but for several long seconds, he said nothing. Just looked around the table at each of them, a slight frown on his haggard face. He looked almost as bad as he had when Ethan had talked him into going home for a few days. He was more unshaven than they’d ever seen him. His eyes were bloodshot and baggy, dark enough that at a glance, you might think someone had socked him one.

Mostly, though, he looked older now. Like his years of hard living had suddenly started to catch up to him.

“I’ve had to sit in on less than a dozen of these types of missions,” he began heavily, “but only a few of them I’ve not gone on. I was the one executing the plan. Normally it was Captain Stonemore barking it out, and Captain Jansen before him.” He paused, then sighed softly and shook his head as though in deep regret. “I hate doing this, but I have to. I will not lie to you all: this one could be very, very bad… probably will be.”

He fell silent again, and no one spoke to fill the void.

Finally, he seemed to muster up his strength. He took a heavy drink from a cup of probably cold coffee and rubbed at his eyes, then leaned forward.

“All right, let’s cut right down to the brass tacks. Saxon and Cross finally located what they believe to be the source of the malignant crystals. We’ve been putting together a plan, but the cold reality of this situation is that we have little idea of what we’re facing or the best way to handle it. And, to make matters worse, it’s pretty safe to assume that some truly nasty and intelligent creatures are going to be waiting for you around the crystals.”

Again, he paused, almost as if he wanted to give them time to digest that. Ethan was surprised no one made a smartass remark–he was tempted to himself–but it remained silent. The mood was too heavy.

“That’s the bad news. I do, however, have some good news. It’s not all gloom and doom. All of you have extensive training and experience out in the Vast. Each of you has faced down the worst the Vast had to throw at you. You’re still here, still intact, still fighting the good fight. I do personally think you all can handle this.

“On top of that, we have been doing our homework. Cross has come up with a very good idea on how to handle this issue. With her help, we have assembled four bombs. They will shoot out an aerosolized substance made of the compounds we gathered. It will spread rapidly and cling to every surface it comes across. It will then melt any crystal it comes in contact with.... It will also melt flesh, so don’t be around when they go off.”

That, at least, got a few dark chuckles. Ethan felt the mood begin to shift. The weight of what they had to do still bore down on them all, but he could sense all of them, himself included, sliding into the appropriate mindset for this particular type of situation.

That mindset being: fuck the odds, we’ll make sure it gets done no matter what.

Of course, that mindset was a rather cold comfort when you were lying on the rocky ground with your guts ripped out, choking to death on your own blood.

“She has also put together a device that will spit out a map of the area once you actually get there,” he continued. “That being said, it’s... experimental. Sort of. It’s based on some old designs. It’s... loud. You will be given protective gear for your ears. Remember to put. Them. On. Before you fire the device. And put a little distance between yourselves and it. Now... let’s get to the actual plan.”

He typed something into his workstation and a map appeared.

“There isn’t much, I’m afraid, but I do have a bit of an ace up my sleeve. The place we want to go seems to be an old mining installation. It’s about two miles away, and it’s in dangerous territory. There’s a sort of dead zone between us and Kensington, it’s why we don’t work together more often. Well... one of the reasons. All the tunnels that way are infested with all sorts of things. I suppose now we know why. Consequently, we don’t have a great understanding of the region.

“That is where Kensington comes in. After you gear up, you all will be leaving via a side route out of Wayport, up on the second tier. You’ll follow it for about a mile and three quarters. Your initial goal is this spot here,” he said, and a spot on the map flashed red. “It’s an old trading post, I believe. There’s supposed to be some very old survival shelters clustered down there, according to our friends in Kensington. You’re going to meet another strike team of Crawlers there.”

“From Kensington?” Eastmore asked.

“Yes,” Donovan replied.

“What convinced them to finally crawl out of their own asses and help?” he muttered.

Donovan chuckled. “Well, I managed to convince them that this threatened them, too. Thankfully they just recently got a new Captain of their Crawlers, and she is a lot more reasonable than the last Captain. So, she’s sending a squad of six Crawlers to help with this. But it won’t be free.”

“Of course not,” Indigo muttered.

“I’m sending along a very valuable and rare power station component with you. You will keep it safe and secure and give it to them. After that, they’ll help us out. They claim they have a map of the mining installation and also how to get to it. They say the route in is a little hard to find. Once you meet up with them and make the trade, you will then travel to the installation itself, which is about another quarter mile northwest of that location.

“You will be relying on them for guidance by this point. They will take you into the mining installation and then from there, you all will have to determine for yourselves where exactly this crystal cave is. A lot of this will be shit you’ll have to figure out in the field, but all of you are good at that.” He paused. “Well, most of you.”

“Blow me,” Eastmore replied, raising his middle finger and causing several of them to laugh.

Donovan chuckled along with them, and then his grim demeanor returned. “This is the big one, guys. This is it. The real deal. We’ve been having mild attacks along the exterior all night long. They mean to take Wayport. This problem isn’t just going to go away. You are the weapon we have. You all are the sword and shield that this bastion has to defend itself. I know you’re all tired, and you want a break. And by God you will get one once you get home. Everyone in this room is off for the next month as soon as you come home, barring emergencies of course.”

“Oh, of course,” Indigo muttered.

“Grab anything you think you might need from the armory. This is the big one. If you think you need it, grab it. Kasumi, you will be the one responsible for holding the rare component and ensuring its safety.”

“Understood,” she replied in that clipped, tight tone she had when she was being deadly serious.

He fielded questions after that, but there were very few. Mostly because, even more than usual, his answer was ‘I don’t know’. Ethan could see a look of pain and irritation on his face every time he had to say that.

Donovan knew he was almost certainly sending at least some of them to their deaths, and that was largely because so much about the situation was simply unknown.

Before he released them, however, he cleared his throat and stood up. “There’s one more thing.” They all paused and refocused on him. “Traditionally speaking, Crawlers going out on missions tend to be low key. For a number of reasons. But not this time. The Governor and I agree: you all need to be seen. The people need to see you because they need to feel like we’ve got this. Because there’s very little ninety-nine percent of the people in this bastion can do about this. And they know it. And that creates a lot of stress. But if they see you, suited up and ready to fucking kick ass, they’ll feel better. So, just bear that in mind.”

“No pressure,” Ethan muttered.

“You can do this,” Donovan replied.

Ethan had almost been positive he was going to hand operational control of the mission over to someone else, either Kasumi or Ridge, both would be excellent at it, but Donovan put him in charge. He wasn’t sure if it was the right call, but Donovan seemed to be sure, and he supposed that was going to have to be enough.

“We can do this,” Ethan made himself say, though he wasn’t sure if it was to placate Donovan or himself.

They headed out of the Briefing Room and got to it.

The atmosphere was tense and a bit quiet as they all suited up. They raided the armory as never before. Ethan grabbed his trusted rifle and sidearm, then grabbed a second sidearm, a more powerful six-shooter that he abruptly realized was the same model gun that he’d had on him when he’d first entered Wayport.

He looked closer suddenly and squinted, then realized with amazement that it was the same gun. The Silversmith six-shooter, polished and repaired, but this was it. There had been a very distinctive groove carved down the left side of the barrel, jagged and oddly intentional, and this had it.

He wasn’t sure if this counted as an omen, or, if it did, if this was a good or bad omen.

Regardless, he loaded it up and holstered it, as it felt like the correct choice. He also grabbed a machine pistol, a compact submachine gun, and a stubby double-barreled shotgun. He expected someone to make comments about it, but as he looked at all the others, he saw they had basically done the same thing. Everyone had at least four guns on them, and a lot of ammo.

Not exactly ideal, given the weight, but they all knew it was going to get bad out there.

Once they had everything, the squad left the armory and made their way down the central corridor. They passed through the security checkpoint, Ethan and Kasumi at the forefront.

“Good luck,” Donovan said. His voice was jagged with emotion, and he threw open the door.

Ethan took a step out and then hesitated. Kasumi did the same thing.

In the space outside the Crawler Headquarters there were more people than Ethan had ever seen gathered in a single place in his entire life. There had to be three hundred people, all of them standing in a huge crowd. They had all begun cheering as soon as the door opened and that cheering went on. It felt utterly surreal and, in a way, it was strangely more frightening than a lot of his trips into the Vast.

“Okay, let’s go,” Kasumi said, bringing him back to reality.

He nodded and stepped out. As he did, he instantly zeroed in on Ember and Lorna and Lena, who were standing in a small group nearby. For a moment, he felt frozen with indecision. He almost chose to keep going, but something in him broke or twisted in just the right way, and he went the other direction.

Ethan hurried over to Ember and embraced her, kissing her deeply.

It seemed to be the right decision, because the cheering got a lot louder.

“I love you,” he said simply. It was all he needed to say.

“I love you, too,” she replied, a powerful, furious storm of emotions playing across her face.

He could tell she wanted to say more, but she knew there was no time, and this was not the right place. He hugged and kissed Lorna as well, and, after she indicated to him that she didn’t mind if the general public was aware of the fact that she had the affections of a much younger Crawler, he did the same with Lena.

And then he rejoined the others, and they were marching off.

It was utterly surreal.

As they left the Marketplace and began moving along the path that led to the incline leading up to the second tier, Ethan really began to get an idea of the scope of what was happening. They must have damn near everyone in the entire bastion out here for this.

They all walked in formation along the path, and Ethan had to admit, they did look pretty good. He glanced back once or twice and then tried to picture what they would look like from the crowd, not just from their perspective but from the perspective of someone who had never done this, and likely never would.

It was in that moment that he abruptly understood why certain people got mythologized.

The trip didn’t last forever, though.

Even as nervous as he was, once they reached the second tier, he found that his fear of the Vast and what he had to do next was rapidly clawing its way back to the top.

And then, before he knew it, they were going out through a heavily defended security checkpoint, making their way into the Vast through a narrow tunnel.


Chapter Twenty-Five




Ethan held up his fist.

Behind him, everyone froze.

Silence filled the dead tunnel like noxious fumes, promising swift and savage death.

His instincts were speaking again, but they were more muttering to themselves as opposed to saying anything useful. He again tried to get some sort of sense of what was going on, because despite what he had told Indigo back on the surface, this felt too easy.

And while the Vast itself might not be ‘saving up’ for them, trying to lure them into a trap... the creatures sure as shit could.

“Does anyone see or hear anything at all?” he asked finally, his voice flat but carrying well in the grim quiet of the tunnel.

Everyone came back negative.

“What’s the problem?” Eastmore grunted. “It’s going fine.”

“Exactly. That’s the problem. It’s going too well. The Strays we ran into are suspicious. Honestly, I’d be less nervous if we’d run into nothing at all. I think they’re laying a trap for us.”

“How do you figure?” Casten asked.

“They know we’d see it as suspicious if there was nothing attacking us, so they sent something to attack us. Not too much, not too little. Just enough to keep us going. Drawing us in.” Eastmore made a disbelieving noise. “Fine, how would you do it, Eastmore? If you were trying to lure us in, and you were a smart monster?”

Everyone looked to Eastmore, who seemed to wilt slightly under the attention. Then he seemed to think about it. Then he growled. “Maybe,” he muttered.

“Nothing for it, I guess,” Ethan said, turning back to the way yet gone. “Just... keep it tight.”

He took a deep breath of the chill, stale air, exhaled slowly, then pushed himself forward.

The walk from Wayport had been more or less easy, but he was beginning to worry about himself, and the others. He was more tired than he should be, more irritable and easily distracted, and that was death out here. He knew it was because they’d been going so hard for so long. Even with the breaks, this had been an unusual month.

It didn’t matter, they had to do it no matter what, but it was worrying him.

Ethan had endured reversals before, lost people before, gotten injured badly before, but this….

Doom seemed to hang around them, clinging to them with a dreadful finality.

They made it another three hundred feet and then he tried the radio again. They were supposed to have been able to reach the Kensington team by this point, but so far there’d been nothing but dead air.

“This is Ethan to Sansbury, can you hear me?”

Again, there was nothing. Just more dead air, almost mocking in its persistence.

Ethan tried twice more, then replaced the radio and soldiered on. Up ahead, the tunnel began to broaden and open up into a slightly larger space. He hesitated as he sensed something was off, then he took a few cautious steps closer, as the tunnel veered sharply to the left, and that’s when the reek of freshly spilled blood slapped him in the face.

His fist came back up. “Blood,” he whispered. He heard the soft murmurings of that information being passed back down the line by the others.

“Grayout,” he whispered, and they all immediately turned their varied flashlights in the opposite direction while keeping them on.

Ethan lowered his own and then reached up and turned off his shoulder-mounted flashlight. As he did, the thing he’d been noticing abruptly snapped into focus. Up ahead, a light source was flickering. There was some other light, steadier but weaker, that remained each time the more powerful source died.

Reactivating his light, he whispered for them to stay put and then crept forward.

A little more was revealed to him as he approached, and he paused mid-stride as he saw an object sitting on the ground in a thick, fresh pool of blood. At first he wasn’t sure what he was looking at, but as he stepped a bit closer and shifted to the side to get a better view, it snapped into focus.

It was a boot, standing upright, with a foot still inside of it.

He could see the snapped bone gleaming wetly in the flickering light, sharp enough that you could stab someone with it.

“We’ve got casualties,” he whispered harshly, then kept going.

Ethan stepped up to the corner in the tunnel, listened for any threats, heard nothing but the dim hum of a working piece of technology and the erratic clicking of the partially broken flashlight, and leaned around to inspect the situation.

His heart jerked in his chest.

He had found the Kensington team.

For a moment, the smell was overwhelming, a miasma that cloyed on the air and clung to the inside of his nostrils and his throat. He fought down some bile as he surveyed the carnage. There were several limbs visible, as well as a great deal of blood and a lot of spent shell casings.

Somewhere nearby, he could suddenly hear a faint dripping.

He saw no sign of whatever it was that had killed them.

“Kasumi, Kiva,” he said, and they joined him.

“Oh God,” Kiva whispered.

“This is bad,” Kasumi muttered.

“Yeah. There were six in the other team. At a guess I’d say this is three dead, which means there might be survivors,” he replied quietly.

The larger space in the tunnel continued along ahead, disappearing into darkness, but there was what looked to be a very intentionally carved opening in the wall to the right. A heavy trail of blood led in there.

They moved forward and brought the others up. Ethan set Casten and Kasumi on guard at the entrance to what he realized was the old trading outpost, then he moved carefully along in the opposite direction for a little way, past the carnage. He tried to see if there was anything worth seeing back the way the Kensington team had come, or to see if any of them had fled in that direction, but it didn’t seem that way.

Rejoining them, he found Kasumi staring thoughtfully at one of the severed limbs.

“What are you thinking?” he asked quietly.

“I think they might have been grabbed by Rippers,” she murmured.

Great. He’d done some quick reading on what might theoretically be in the area, and something called a Ripper had been on that list. He’d read enough of the description to know that he’d never encountered one and they were nasty.

“You’ve seen them before?” he asked.

“Yes.” She moved them a bit closer to the others and got their attention so they could listen to the knowledge she had to share. “I think there’s going to be Rippers in there. They’re fast, about half the size of a normal human, deep green brown in color. They can be hard to see against most cave walls. They can climb, they have four arms, and each limb is serrated. They like to chop them together to cut off limbs and heads. They’ve got some serious teeth, too. And they can come at you from above.”

“Fucking great, fucking hate Rippers,” Indigo muttered.

“We need to find the survivors if we can, and their map if not. We’re dead in the water without that map,” Ethan said.

He took point with Kasumi and had Casten and Eastmore watch their rear.

There were clear signs of old habitation beyond the threshold and a short rock alcove. It opened up into a broader, taller room that might once have been a mingling area not all that dissimilar from the Marketplace back in Wayport.

The cavern they had come to was about ten feet tall and good sized. The walls all had holes carved into them and storefronts slapped into the holes. Or he thought they were storefronts, everything was so faded and worn it was difficult to tell for sure. Scrap and some bones lay scattered on the ground, which had been smoothed, though not filed.

They spread out and secured the area, checking each of the small shops. There were more signs of death and destruction around. Another arm, a lot of blood, more shell casings. He saw something that he couldn’t immediately identify laying a pool of blood.

Aiming his flashlight at it and stepping closer, he sneered in disgust as he realized it was a severed finger.

Beyond that, they found nothing save for a trio of tunnels that snaked away, deeper into the area. Only one of them had a blood trail going down it.

Ethan again took point, letting his rifle lead him carefully into the gloom. He could hear noises now. Something crunched, something else snapped wetly. He heard a strange, clicking chattering and an awful feeding sound.

All of this added up to a spectacularly uncomfortable environment.

The tunnel came to another, smaller chamber that had five other tunnels leading off it, all of them reinforced with metal and very smooth. They even had lighting strung up, dead though it was. It looked like each one had once housed a very solid and heavy door, almost like a vault door. Only one of these doors remained and it was closed very firmly.

The smells, and the sounds were far, far worse here, nearly overwhelming. Bones lay scattered across the floor of the room and in all the tunnels.

Down one of those tunnels, in the shadows, he saw a pair of eyes. They glowed, reflecting his light.

“Oh fuck,” he whispered. “This is their fucking nest.” Several more opened up. He took aim. “Contact!”

He opened fire.

It was like ripping open the bowels of hell. Chaos was unleashed.

The four unblocked tunnels were suddenly alive with dozens of creatures, what he immediately realized were, in fact, Rippers. They came boiling out of the darkness like a dark green tide of death, serrated limbs clicking madly.

They were fast.

Ethan barely got a look at them as he opened fire. A dozen of the things were tearing along the tunnel walls and ceiling.

“Fall back! Fall back!” Ethan screamed, struggling to be heard over the sudden roar of half a dozen weapons.

There was a scramble for the exit as they fought for their lives, the Rippers chattering and shrieking wildly now as they came for the Crawlers. They seemed savage and desperate, almost mad, racing into the gunfire with utter abandon.

Perhaps the only thing that saved the squad was the fact that not all of them had made it into the checkpoint before the attack had been sprung. He saw Ridge, Casten, and Kiva back through the gap in the market room, popping off shots whenever they safely could.

“Come on!” Kiva screamed.

“Go!” Ethan shouted as his magazine ran dry.

He slammed a fresh one in as fast as he could manage, ducking under the snapping limbs of a Ripper as it got far too close. He kicked the horrid little thing in the chest and then popped two shots into its head.

Carefully, he backed up, somehow managing to keep track of the others as they hurried out behind him. When he was sure the others were out, Ethan backed out as fast as he could, firing frantically at the wave of Rippers.

As he cleared the door, one of them leaped on him, knocking him onto his back. As he was struggling with it, trying to parse the chaos surrounding him, the thing was abruptly lifted off him. He saw Ridge towering over him, hefting the beast, which writhed madly in his powerful grasp. He broke it nearly in half over his knee and then tossed it aside and offered Ethan his hand.

Taking it gratefully, Ethan was yanked back to his feet. He’d lost his rifle. He grabbed the submachine gun and aimed for the door, which showed a solid mass of the beasts coming for them.

“Light ‘em up!” he screamed.

Eight guns roared.

Seconds passed.

The whole area came alive with staccato flashes and the thunder of gunfire.

It fell silent, replaced by the snapping and clattering of magazines being replaced. For another few seconds, gunfire spoke again, then fell silent once more.

Another sixty seconds passed, with more single gunshots occasionally ringing out as a surviving Ripper tried to come through the door.

Another half minute passed before Ethan finally snatched up his rifle, reloaded it, and headed slowly back into the room beyond. Again, he came close to vomiting. The pungent smell of gun smoke was the only thing that kept him from doing it. The Rippers lay in a gruesome carpet of blood and pulped, bullet-riddled flesh.

A long moment seemed to pass. Ethan felt like he was waiting for something to happen.

And then it did.

There was a clang to his left, and he aimed his rifle in that direction. For a moment, he didn’t see any change in the environment. Then he saw the closed door shift a little.

“Is anyone still alive out there?” a new voice asked.


Chapter Twenty-Six




“We’re clear out here. Who are you?” Ethan asked, still covering the door.

Kiva, Casten, and Kasumi came into the room with him, adding their guns and lights to his own. He figured there was a very good chance it was a survivor from the Kensington team, but he was in a paranoid state of mind.

“Bolt,” the voice replied. “I’m a Crawler. From Kensington.”

“Okay, come on out,” Ethan said, relaxing. That name had been on the list of Crawlers he’d seen while studying.

The door opened up the rest of the way and a bloodied but otherwise intact man stepped out. He was wearing dark black armor that looked of a better make than their own and carried a large rifle. As he stepped into the light, squinting, Ethan thought he looked like what most people would imagine when they thought of a Crawler. He was a little taller than Ethan was, had a solid build, a shaved bald head, and a few scars across a grizzled face. The wrinkles around his eyes didn’t indicate his age so much as his calm demeanor as he surveyed the carnage.

From what Ethan had gathered, middle-aged people didn’t join the Crawlers, and Crawlers didn’t make it to middle age unless they were very good at their job.

“You’re the Wayport team, I take it?” he asked.

“Yes,” Ethan replied. “Are there any others?”

“No. It’s just me.”

“What happened?” Kiva asked.

“They jumped us, essentially. They blend in way too fucking well with the ceiling. Dropped right on us.”

“I’m sorry,” Ethan replied. “Do you have the map?”

“Yeah, I’ve got the map. I know how to get us in there as much as anyone did on the team, so we’re good there. You got the part?” he asked.

Ethan hesitated. He seemed like he was holding something back, but he nodded to Kasumi.

“We have it,” she said, producing the slim case and passing it to him.

He accepted it, cracked it open, studied the contents, then grunted once, snapped it shut, and secured it in his own inner pocket. “There’s one shitty thing we’ve got to do before we leave.”

“Knew it,” Ethan muttered. “What is it?”

“There’s a security checkpoint we need to get by, and it takes a magnetic card. Due to a lot of annoying circumstances, it’s essentially the only way to get to where we need to go without adding an extra three hours to the trip. Our team leader had it. And she is….” He looked around. “Somewhere in here.”

“Fuck,” Eastmore muttered.

“Yep,” Bolt agreed.

Ethan groaned, looking down one of the bone-strewn, bloodied tunnels. “What do these lead to?”

“Emergency survival shelters, old ones,” Bolt replied. “And yes, they’re awful. They were using them as nests.”

Ethan sighed heavily. “Okay, let’s get to work.”
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The job was indeed very miserable, and Ethan almost lost his battle to keep his breakfast down several times.

In the end, they managed to find what they were looking for gleaming red in a pile of bone shards, meat chunks, and gristle. The shelters themselves were... well, happily forgotten, if they were lucky. Ethan put it out of his head as firmly as he could after they’d cleaned up the card and secured it on Kasumi.

Once that was finished, they put a little distance between themselves and the Rippers, in case there might be more around. Bolt walked them back up along the path, retracing his own team’s route, and then they stopped for a short rest in a small cavern that looked like it had begun being renovated into something decades and decades ago.

“Okay,” Ethan said after a bit, “what’s the actual plan? We’re relying heavily on you, Bolt.”

He sighed and sat down on a rock. “I know.”

“Are you comfortable with me leading the team you are now a part of?” Ethan asked.

Bolt nodded. He looked tired. “Yeah, I’m fine. I’m not much of a leader, anyway. I kill. Use me like a weapon, point me towards the monsters, let me loose. As for the plan, we’re going to double back along my own route for a little way, then take two tunnels to get to the security checkpoint. From there, we should have a clear path to the transit hub.”

“Should?” Kasumi asked.

“Yeah. We made it into the mining installation about a decade ago. I was on the team. Supposed to be a salvage op. Unfortunately, we got attacked by a massive group of mutants. Lost half my squad. Fell back, locked the door behind us, always planned to go back but never did.”

“Great,” Eastmore muttered.

“Well, take us to the locked door and let’s get on with this fucking business,” Ethan said.

“Wait,” Bolt said, standing up and groaning slightly. He stretched and something popped in his back. “Is it true? There’s really some weird crystals out there making everything smarter?”

“Yes. We’ve done the research... were you briefed?” Ethan replied.

“I was, but the briefing was a little light and our Captain didn’t seem entirely convinced of the situation... man, I was hoping it was being exaggerated. Maybe some bullshit ploy or just your resident egghead panicking over nothing. But I saw those Rippers. They were smarter than they should’ve been. Fiercer, too. Rippers don’t normally just throw themselves at you that crazily. For as dangerous as they are, they like to hide if they can. Shit, all right, come on.”

Ethan let Bolt take point, and they followed in silence for a good while. They left the small cavern, traversed a long, descending tunnel, broke right at an intersection and moved down a second one, this one much longer.

Abruptly, it terminated in an extremely solid-looking door of flat, firm steel. There were no gaps of any kind between its edge and the walls, and just from looking at it, Ethan thought you’d probably end up causing a cave-in if you used the amount of explosives necessary to actually breach it.

They got into position as Kasumi pulled out the card.

“Go,” Ethan said.

She ran the card through a metal slot affixed to the door beside the handle and there was a dull clang. It popped open about an inch. Ethan gestured to Bolt, and the man began pushing it open. Judging from his struggling, it had to be heavy as hell. But he got it open, and inch by inch another stretch of derelict tunnel was revealed.

It seemed somehow more ominous, more threatening. Ethan told himself it was his imagination and joined Bolt in leading them down the tunnel.

“I was wondering if you could tell me something,” he murmured after a bit.

“Yeah?” Bolt replied.

“What’s the deal with our two bastions? I’ve gotten the impression that they don’t like each other, but no one’s really said why.”

“Oh. No one told you? You new?”

“No one told me and yes, I’m new.”

“Ah. Well. From my impression, there’s always been a kind of awkward relationship between the two bastions, although I don’t know what actually started it. I have heard a rumor that I mostly believe that sixty years ago the Governor of our bastion had a big fight with his best friend, who was Captain of the Crawlers. It was bad enough that it caused the Captain to move away and come live in Wayport, and the Governor never forgave him for that. He was pretty spiteful, so he spread a lot of hateful rumors about Wayport and the people who lived in it.

“That being said, what I know for sure is that twenty years ago, we had a deal worked out. Our hydroponics had a power surge, blew out three quarters of our bays. There was a big fire. We needed help. Bad. Asked Wayport. They agreed to send over some spare parts and food. Shipment never arrived. We really needed it. People died. Dozens of people died from starvation and a few riots. We got lucky, found a huge reserve, but no one knows why it never arrived. Your guys claimed they were jumped in the Vast, but there was no evidence of it–”

“Fuck. You,” Casten snarled furiously enough that Ethan stopped, not in surprise so much as in a primal reaction to the pure threat he heard in the man’s voice.

“What?” Bolt asked mildly, looking back at Casten behind him.

“My father was on that expedition,” he replied, his voice and expression flat, his stance rigid. His eyes were focused on Bolt’s as sure as a muzzle-mounted red dot. “He was the only one to make it back. He saw everyone get slaughtered by a whole fucking crowd of mutants. He tried to recover the supplies but that cost him his life.

“They fucked him up so bad it was a goddamned miracle he made it back. Donovan was there when he showed up at the front gates. He walked into Crawler HQ, gave his report to the captain, and then died then and there. Just died. Collapsed. Donovan told me he was so shredded they genuinely didn’t know how he managed to survive with that much damage or that little blood. They tried to mount another expedition, but it was too dangerous.”

A tense moment passed. “I’m sorry,” Bolt said. “I didn’t know. All I know is what they told me. While there wasn’t consensus on what happened, a lot of people believed your bastion kept it for yourselves or traded it to someone else for a better deal. So, for what it’s worth, I’m sorry that happened.”

Ethan watched tensely as Casten continued staring at Bolt. Although they didn’t exactly spend a lot of time together, he thought he’d had a pretty good read on Casten. This level of barely contained fury seemed beyond him, but here it was.

The tense moment passed as Casten finally seemed to force himself to relax.

“I accept,” he replied flatly, and said nothing more.

“Let’s, uh, keep going,” Ethan said.

“Yep,” Bolt grunted tiredly. “Transit hub should be just up ahead.”

Sure enough, two minutes later, the tunnel ended abruptly in another big, solid door. They opened it up with the magnetic card once more and this time it let out onto a broad steel platform. As they began securing the area, Ethan got the idea that they had come into another huge cavern. The darkness beyond the platform seemed to swallow their light and any sounds they made.

“Be careful,” Bolt said as they moved forward. “The platform ends rather abruptly on a six-foot drop, no fence.”

“Why?” Eastmore muttered.

“Trains are supposed to pull up in the gap and people are supposed to get on or off with cargo. Fences just get in the way, I believe,” Bolt replied. “There’s a ton of tracks. Passageways from all over the area lead here, older ones. Anyway, the place we want is to the right, far end of the platform. We want a tunnel that we’ll need to turn some power on to open up. It’s the only practical way into the mining installation.”

“Lead the way,” Ethan replied.

It felt weird not to more fully secure the area, but as they shined more light, several of them turning on extra flashlights or bumping up the power, he got an idea of what Bolt was talking about. There was indeed a sharp drop off at the platform’s edge. It dropped into a channel of space some fifteen feet wide and another, similar strip of platform rose up sharply across the gap. He could see more of these channels and platforms farther along. One of them had an old cargo train actually in it, though from the broken-open windows it seemed like it had long since been raided.

“This is supposed to be mutant territory, right?” Kiva murmured.

“That’s what we ran into, dunno if they’re still here,” Bolt replied.

They walked along the length of the platform, eventually finding its edge and passing beyond a half-wall that separated the loading platform from the rest of the facility, which just seemed like a lot more of the same. Big, flat, empty spaces. Walkways crisscrossed the area overhead, though several of them had collapsed into piles of scrap.

Though the channels continued along in this direction, they all terminated in a huge wall of stone and steel. Some led into other tunnels, most had heavy sealed steel plates blocking them off. Bolt indicated the one closest to them as the one they wanted.

There were definite signs of habitation, mostly dirty footprints here or there, some bones scattered along the edges of the area. For the most part, though, this seemed like a low-traffic area. Which suited Ethan just fine.

They passed through one of the dividing walls and then crossed that platform, coming to the tunnel door they needed.

“So, now what?” Indigo asked.

“Control for that door is through there,” Bolt replied, pointing towards a door six feet to the right of the sealed tunnel. “And the power we need to activate is down there.”

He pointed to a second door to the right.

It was open, dark, and ominous. Almost inviting.

Almost like it had been left open on purpose.

Ethan wasn’t sure why he’d had that thought but it struck him as very true.

“You’ve been down there?” he asked, slowly approaching the open door.

“Yes,” Bolt replied.

“Describe it.”

“It’s pretty basic. Stairwell takes you down about twenty feet. You come out into a hallway, decently sized. There are doors along the walls, but they mostly lead to either storage or other utilities. The power core is at the end of the hallway. Last time I was here it wasn’t too difficult to get it ramped up, but that was a while ago.”

“All right... I think this is a trap,” Ethan said. “In fact, I’m convinced of it.” He frowned and looked at the other door. “Can we get that open before we turn on the power?”

“Yeah, should be able to with a battery and a knowledgeable tech,” Bolt replied.

“Okay, that’s what we’re going to do. I think they’re hiding, whatever they are. Might be mutants, might be something else. I want as little time as possible between turning on that power and getting through that tunnel door. First order of business, Casten and Xander, scout to the bottom of those stairs and then come back up. Kasumi, get that door open, everyone else, stand around and keep watch.”

They got to work.


Chapter Twenty-Seven




They worked with a terse efficiency.

Kasumi got the door open, and she and Ethan followed a short stairwell up to the control room. After clearing it, Kasumi hooked up a battery to the primary console and familiarized herself with what needed to be done to open the door.

As they headed back out, Casten and Xander returned from their recon and reported seeing lots of signs of activity down there, but no actual creatures. From there, Ethan and Kasumi checked out the tunnel door itself. He didn’t want to go through the whole process and then discover they suddenly needed to take fifteen extra minutes to repair the door.

After some examination, Kasumi determined that it was probably in working order, but she wouldn’t know for sure until they actually tried to open it.

“All right, Bolt. Did you actually get one of these doors open last time?” he asked.

“No,” Bolt replied, “it was already open.”

“So, you have no idea if this opens fast or slow?” The man shook his head. “Shit. I guess we’ll find out. Okay, here’s the plan. I’m going to put Bolt and Xander up in the control room. Kasumi will walk you through the process of opening the door. You will wait there and the moment power comes on, you will begin the process of opening the door. Kasumi, Kiva, Casten, and I will go downstairs and fire up the power core. Everyone else, wait here and provide over watch. I don’t trust this place a fucking inch, so seriously be on your toes.”

There were no questions, and after Kasumi showed them what they needed to do, she joined him and the others, and they headed down into the darkness.

Ethan led the way.

The stairs seemed to go on for longer than they should. When he reached the bottom, it didn’t get better. It was oddly hot down there and that immediately set him on edge. He checked around, playing his flashlight across the corridor, but saw nothing obvious.

There had to be creatures down here, probably mutants.

But where?

There seemed no obvious place to hide, but his instincts were again shrieking that old primal warning of imminent danger.

Carefully, he led them down the corridor. They checked out the open doors, finding either empty rooms or rooms packed with complex-looking technology, old and dusty and usually a little broken. Ethan was strongly tempted to perform more thorough searches of these rooms, or to try to close the doors, but he did neither.

If this was a trap–and he was positive now that it was–then he did not want to spring it too early. If they did, they might end up like the Kensington team. And so, consequently, they arrived back at the far door without encountering a single damn thing.

This door, too, was open.

Kiva and Kasumi watched their back while he and Casten cleared the room beyond. It was smaller than he would have expected, but the biggest of the technology and equipment necessary to generate and guide power would be hidden within the walls themselves. The place seemed clear and the visible equipment seemed dusty but intact.

“Clear,” he said, stepping back out. “Kasumi, get it fired up. Casten, watch her back. Kiva and I will keep watch out here.”

They gave terse replies and got to work.

Time began to pass in the gloom. Sounds started to come to Ethan as he stood guard with Kiva. Quiet sounds, little noises.

Hints of increasing strength that they were, in fact, surrounded.

“Where do you think they are?” Kiva murmured eventually.

“I have no idea, that’s the problem,” Ethan replied quietly. “I was thinking inside the rooms, but that seems a little too obvious. Although I have no doubt some of the rooms have better hiding places and are holding them. Maybe behind the walls? The floor or ceiling, somehow? It all looks pretty solid, but that doesn’t mean it is.”

“Could we be wrong?”

“No. I smell them. And I can hear them.”

“So can I,” she muttered drearily. “I was hoping for the best.”

“Me too, but it isn’t going to happen. Just be ready to run your fucking ass off back to those stairs.”

“Oh I am.”

More time passed in the gloomy corridor. The shadows shifted and swayed each time one of them moved, feeding their paranoia that things were creeping out of the darkness to eat them alive and screaming.

After about ten minutes, Ethan found himself pondering his conversation with Indigo about that ‘saving up’ feeling. He’d felt it many times in the Vast, but never this bad. He found himself checking over his rifle several times and resisting the urge to check over his other weaponry.

“I’ve nearly got it,” Kasumi said from within the power core. “About another minute.”

“Check,” Ethan replied. “Let me know before you flip the final switch.”

“Understood.”

Another minute passed, and it seemed to take as long as the other fifteen. But at last, Kasumi’s voice drifted out.

“I’m ready.”

Ethan pulled out his radio and warned the others up on the next level. Once they responded, he gave the order. There was a pause, then an incredibly loud click from somewhere nearby, followed by a series of somewhat more reasonable clicks that were accompanied by a growing whirring sound. Abruptly, some of the lights flickered weakly to life.

Tensing up, Ethan waited for the worst.

He didn’t have to wait long.

Several noises came to him at once: a banging sound, a few voices shouting from up above, and then gunfire.

A lot of gunfire.

Kasumi and Casten had just managed to join them when several holes suddenly appeared in the ceiling, what he realized were hatches that had been rather effectively hidden due to their design, and then a wild array of mutant humans were spewing out, dropping down in a rain of terror.

“Go! Go! Get the fuck out of here!” Ethan yelled as he opened fire.

The world around them birthed blood-drenched pandemonium.

The next several moments passed by in a confusing pulse-flare of gunfire. Ethan swept the way ahead with his rifle at full auto, hosing down the mutants that had fallen into his path. They shrieked wildly as their narrow bodies twisted and jerked. He started running a little before his rifle ran dry and then hastily reloaded.

Behind him, the others fired their own guns. Ethan had been right: they’d been hiding in some of those side rooms. But this had been the best play. They knew it had been a trap, but they had to come down here no matter what. At least this way they’d guaranteed the power was on.

Would it stay on, though?

No time to worry about that now.

He reached the stairs, took the scant second necessary to confirm there was nothing waiting for them in it, (he could just barely make out a few shapes up top, firing frantically in the opposite direction), and then he spun around and began providing cover fire.

“Go! Up!” he snarled as he pumped bullets into the mutants as they scrabbled over each other to get at the Crawlers.

Kiva blew past him, then Kasumi, finally Casten. Ethan finished off his magazine, careful to try not to get any rounds through the door at the back, and then he was running after them. He pounded up the stairs as fast as his feet would carry him and when he emerged, he found more of the same awaiting him.

The others now stood in a semicircle, blasting away at an encroaching army of slavering, shrieking mutants. He tossed a glance at the doorway and just as he began to look away, abruptly saw Bolt racing out of it with Xander at his back, both of them adding their own bullets to the mix.

He saw that the tunnel door was opening, rising, slowly but surely.

“Tunnel!” he screamed. “All as one!”

There had to be hundreds of the things now, but he wasn’t quite so worried, not after he’d faced down a similar situation a few weeks back. Mutants weren’t particularly strong or difficult to kill. The squad began moving along the platform for the tunnel as it was revealed. Between them all, they managed to keep the creatures at bay.

They moved through a sea of shifting, writhing bodies, keeping a circle of space open around them as they spat bullets in overlapping waves, careful not to reload at the same time so that at least a few of them were always firing. They covered each other as they reached the edge of the platform and had to drop down into it.

It took an era of shooting and fighting, but they all ended up in the tunnel. At a glance, there didn’t seem to be anything in it, and he could see better now as the power plant had brought at least some of the lights online.

“Kasumi! Cover our ass! Everyone else, mow these fuckers down! We gotta make a stand!” Ethan shouted.

A rallying cry went up from the squad, and they gathered in a line in the tunnel.

The mutants came at them like a living wave.

Every Crawler but Kasumi opened fire, almost all of them wielding assault rifles, and that living wave of slaughter broke on the shores of hot metal death. They died and then more came, and they died and even more came after that.

There had to be five hundred of the things.

In the end, Ethan burned through half a dozen magazines before at last the tide stemmed. They put down the stragglers and finished reloading. He took one more look at the sea of corpses, then turned back to Kasumi. She was still standing guard, facing away from them, trusting them completely to guard her while she did the same.

“Anything?” he asked, walking over to her.

“I saw nothing,” she replied. “I take it we ran out of mutants?”

“Yeah, they’re all dead.” Something shrieked, and a gunshot rang out. “Almost all of them.”

“This is a very bad omen,” Kasumi muttered, now glancing back quickly at the field of bodies.

“Omen?” he replied. He’d never known her to be superstitious in any way.

“This is the level of reaction provoked by us simply showing up. They were waiting for us. We aren’t even inside the mining installation yet, we’ve barely breached the tunnel, and this is what we found. Sure, we handled it, but that begs the question….” She turned back and faced the way yet gone. “What in the fuck is waiting for us in there?”

“Nothing good,” Ethan replied after a long moment. “Come on, people! We’ve got a job to do; let’s pick it up!”

A few more gunshots rang out as they spotted survivors, then they joined him and Kasumi.

They walked down the large metal passage in a loose collection, careful not to bunch up. The light showed nothing but a straight stretch of tunnel with a corresponding door on the other side, sealing it in. Ethan wondered suddenly what would happen if the creatures managed to close the initial door behind them.

Well, they’d die, probably.

Best not to think of that right now.

They reached the far end of the tunnel without any problems, save for three mutants that had survived the slaughter to come after them. They were obvious in their approach and put down easily. Once they reached the far end, Kasumi found the control panel and got it open. Ethan realized he should have asked whether this door could also have been opened from the control room. Even if it couldn’t, he should have thought to ask.

He was getting too tired for this.

He was making mistakes.

They all were. No one else had said it.

But he was the team leader.

“I can open it,” Kasumi said.

“Do it,” Ethan replied after everyone had gotten into position.

She did it and the door began sliding up. It revealed more tracks, like the ones they’d been walking along, but the quality of the ground changed. It went from hard, flat steel to gritty concrete. A good-sized cavern was revealed beyond, but it had a hasty, unfinished look. The rails continued alongside another loading platform to the right, and beyond that he could just make out what had to be the installation proper.

To the left, however, was the more unfinished side, with another large, sealed door built right into the rock. Although this one seemed to have withstood the test of time worse for the wear than the tunnel doors.

The place appeared deserted, but Ethan immediately suspected that it was not.

“Bolt, you said you didn’t make it into the actual installation?” Ethan asked.

“Correct,” he replied.

“But you also said you had a map of the installation?”

“Also correct. We managed to pull it from the control station back at the transit hub. I studied it on the way out.” He pointed towards the structure to the right. “That’s just the support station. Basically, just a place to store the raw ore and for the miners to sleep.” He pointed to the sealed door to the right. “That’s the mine proper, where we want to go.”

“Great,” Ethan muttered, looking at it. “All right, spread out, secure the area, and let’s figure out how to get this–”

A tremendous bang cut his sentence off with an instant brutality. The sealed door leading to the mining installation shuddered hard in its frame as a massive dent appeared.

“Form up!” Ethan called.

Two more dents appeared in the door. It was nearly out of its frame now. Something roared furiously, long and loud, a sound that was horribly familiar and filled him with a black icy terror. But Ethan stood fast; he knew what was coming.

And he had prepared for it.

“Fall back!” he snapped suddenly, thumbing the underslung grenade launcher attached to his rifle.

Everyone who knew he’d done it had been dubious, given the fact that it was apparently very difficult to locate or make grenades that fit into it, mostly due to lack of resources, but once he’d learned what it was, he’d taken one of the few available and attached it to his rifle.

Exactly for this reason.

He knew he’d run into more of these fuckers.

And sure enough….

The beast on the other side gave one last punch and the door finally gave up the ghost, flying out of its frame and smashing to the ground. Sure enough, another one of those huge, one-eyed, bulletproof nightmares was on the other side.

It stepped forward and spread out its long, long arms.

Ethan stepped forward and took aim. “I’ve been waiting for you, motherfucker!”

The beast opened its mouth and roared. Ethan reacted almost entirely on instinct, adjusting his aim slightly and squeezing the trigger. The grenade shot from its barrel, cut through the air too quickly to follow, and went right down the thing’s gullet.

The beast paused for just two seconds, then it abruptly staggered as a geyser of flame burst up out of its mouth and blew away at least half its head. It collapsed into a smoking heap with a resounding crash.

Ethan couldn’t even enjoy this victory, however, as he saw two more emerging from the shadows behind it.

“Contact, six o’clock!” Ridge snapped.

Ethan turned around and saw another one emerging from the structure behind them.

He stared in stunned disbelief. “You have got to be fucking shitting me.”


Chapter Twenty-Eight




Genuine panic entered his voice. “Fall back to the tunnel! NOW!”

The beasts charged.

The squad scrambled.

“Could use a few more of those fucking grenades!” someone shouted.

“I only had the one!” Ethan roared back. “Just use your regular grenades!”

After that, the chaos descended absolutely.

Ethan was backing away rapidly and a quick glance over his shoulder showed him that at least some of the others were managing to fall back to the tunnel. And then his heel struck something, and he went down flat on his ass. His rifle flew from his hands, and it was crushed to splinters immediately as one of the behemoths came for him.

The ground shook with its thundering approach.

Ethan rolled to the side several times, groping frantically for one of the two grenades he’d grabbed to bring with him. They’d been severely depleted, as a lot of them had been used during the invasion of Wayport. Right now, though, it was the only thing that was going to be of any use. Rolling to a stop and then scrambling to his feet, he finally got one of the fragmentation grenades free.

Yanking the pin, he backed up rapidly as the monster came for him, its huge maw splitting open, rows of teeth revealed beneath a monstrous dark eye.

Ethan threw the grenade.

The creature began to close its mouth, but the grenade just barely managed to slip inside before the jaws snapped shut again. He began backing away. The grenade blew and the creature’s head turned into an eruption of free-flying gore. Something pretty solid flew forward and smacked Ethan in the chest plate of his armor, sending him stumbling back several paces.

Okay, two down, he thought frantically as he grabbed for his second grenade while eyeing the battlefield once more.

That sense that they might actually have this, they might actually face down four of these godforsaken monstrosities and walk away relatively intact, died the moment he did.

One of them had gone racing off towards the others who had made it to the tunnel.

The other was backhanding Kasumi as he caught sight of it. She cried out as she was picked up and thrown bodily the length of the cavern. She slammed into a far wall with another scream of pain and hit the ground. Ethan was beginning to process this and trying not to panic further when the titanic beast turned to face another assailant.

Ridge was coming at it, grenade in hand.

He went in for the kill.

The monster managed it first.

It backhanded him right in the side of the head. Ethan stared in abject, almost idiotic terror and rage as the man’s head came completely off his body and began flying away. A horrific fountain of blood burst up out of the ruined neck as the big man’s body took a few stumbling, awkward steps, nerves working blindly as death moved in like a frigid and powerful tide. The grenade dropped from his hand and rolled against the thing’s foot.

It exploded, harmlessly, making the creature stumble a bit.

Ethan ran for it, screaming, preparing the grenade, not thinking properly.

The thing backhanded him, too, almost casually. Just the edges of its ‘fingers’ brushed him, but it was enough to whip him around and send him staggering in a new direction. The grenade flew from his hand, landing and rolling somewhere out of sight, pin still intact. He stumbled to a halt and then a fresh terror hit him as he very nearly stepped into a hole in the ground.

He stared at it for a scant second, seeing what for all intents and purposes looked like a six-foot wide, mostly round hole that plunged straight down into the darkness. His mind said ‘mineshaft’ and ‘sinkhole’ at the exact same time and a plan snapped together in his head.

He’d done this before; he could do it again.

Hopefully it wasn’t just kicking the can farther down the tunnel, though, as he had no fucking clue where it led or if this thing might survive. Whirling back around, fighting the overwhelming instinct to run over and check on Kasumi, he faced the beast.

It was coming for him.

Ethan grabbed his submachine gun and began hosing it down with fire. Would it be too smart to take the bait? Did it know what he was doing?

The magazine was half-dry before the creature charged him.

Ethan threw himself to the side at the last minute and the beast went right down the mineshaft.

Apparently not.

He threw a glance at the others by the tunnel and saw that they seemed to be dealing with the last one. Even as he looked, he saw everyone scatter as Xander threw something at the giant monster. The second it blew, (this time its head stayed mostly intact, but it stumbled and then collapsed to the ground and did not rise), he began racing for Kasumi.

She was on her feet again, leaning against the wall, a look of pain on her face.

“Are they all dead?” she asked. She sounded almost normal, but he could hear the suffering in her voice.

“Yes, or at least gone,” he replied. “Are you okay?”

She opened her mouth, paused, grimaced sharply. “I think I cracked a few ribs, and I hit my head pretty bad.” She blinked a few times. “But I’ll be all right.”

“Kiva needs to check you out,” Ethan replied, struggling furiously to maintain objectivity.

Kasumi looked like she was about to argue, but simply nodded. He looked back, prepared to call Kiva over, but she was already jogging their way, a medical kit in hand.

“Sit,” Ethan said.

“Ridge... is dead, isn’t he?” Kasumi murmured as she sat down.

“Yes. I’m sorry.”

She sighed heavily. “He was the oldest one. The one who’d been doing this longest. He’d already been at it for two years when I signed up.”

“I’m sorry,” Ethan repeated. He didn’t know what else to say.

“Kasumi!” Kiva said as she raced up and dropped to a crouch beside her. “What hurts?”

Kasumi told her, then looked to Ethan. “Go check on the others, see about the way ahead. We have to keep going.”

“We can take a short break,” Ethan replied.

She shook her head. “No, we have to keep going. There could be more. And it knows we’re here now. It knows for sure.”

“It?” Kiva asked as she worked.

“Whatever... intelligence the crystals possess. This has been too coordinated for it to just be a random evolution. Something is planning this, reacting to us. Even if the reactions are rudimentary, even if it’s more animal than human, it’s thinking. That much is obvious by now. And now it knows, and we have to go faster.”

Kiva looked uncertainly at Ethan, then paled a little when she saw him nodding. “She’s right,” he muttered. “It feels right. Fuck. Just... take a minute to rest.”

“I’ve got her,” Kiva said.

It was a struggle, but he tore himself away from the two women and walked to the others. He did a quick headcount and saw that everyone else was still standing. They were gathered around the corpse not far from the tunnel’s entrance, but several of them were looking towards Ridge’s unmoving form.

“Is he dead?!” Eastmore demanded as Ethan came over.

“He’s dead,” Ethan confirmed.

“Fuck!” Eastmore screamed, breaking into a run and racing over to the man. Ethan tried to warn him about what he was going to see but he got there too quickly. He skidded to a halt as the Crawler’s decapitated nature became obvious. “God fuck!”

Ethan paused, staring at the man briefly. He’d never know Eastmore to be... sentimental, nor had he ever actually seen the two Crawlers hang out or even converse casually. As he turned away, he surmised it was probably respect. The others were coming to him now, or, more specifically, coming to see Ridge for themselves.

He joined them and they gathered around his body now.

“Is Kasumi okay?” Casten asked finally.

“I’m not sure,” Ethan replied. “Kiva’s figuring that out now.”

Casten sighed heavily and, after another pause, dropped into a crouch beside Ridge’s corpse. “We need to grab what we can. And secure the locator with someone else.”

“I’ve got it,” Ethan said, taking the device from the dead man’s pack and securing it in his own.

They performed the gruesome task with a cold proficiency, stripping him of guns and gear, and once that was finished, Ethan jogged back over to Kasumi. She was back on her feet, but Kiva didn’t look happy at all.

“What’s the situation?” he asked.

“I’m pretty sure she’s got at least two cracked ribs, maybe broken, and possibly a concussion. Honestly, it’s amazing that she isn’t more damaged,” Kiva replied.

“I’m built rather tough,” Kasumi said, then winced.

“I can’t tell for sure about the ribs.”

“Can she go on?” he asked.

“Yes,” Kasumi replied immediately.

Kiva looked more dubious. “I wouldn’t recommend it, but... yes. For now. But I want to keep a close watch on her.”

Ethan just nodded tightly. “Okay. For now, we have to keep going. Kiva, you are to stay with Kasumi and watch out for her. That’s your primary responsibility unless someone else gets hurt, got it?”

“I’ve got it,” she replied.

“I can look after myself,” Kasumi said.

“I know, but you are noticeably injured, and realistically speaking, you have to come with us. There are enough of us that we can afford to put a bodyguard on you... please don’t fight me on this, Kasumi. I can’t lead if I know you aren’t being watched right now.”

She stared at him, frowning, then simply nodded. “I accept this.”

“Thank you. Are you good to move?”

“I am.”

“Okay. We’re going into the mines now.”

They slowly gathered, careful of the sinkhole that he really should have noticed when they were first coming into the area and came to stand by the broken open entrance to the mining installation. It looked rough and unfinished, a tunnel lost to shadows.

“All right, people, we’ve got to keep pushing. I know this is getting rough.” He paused and resisted the incredibly strong urge to look back over his shoulder at Ridge’s unmoving, headless corpse. “But we have to keep going, no matter what. Bolt, run over the map with us.”

They gathered around the man as he pulled out a tablet and fired it up. “The complex isn’t particularly complex,” he muttered. “This’ll take us right to the core, this tunnel here. This floor is mostly ore processing, big machines we don’t have to fuck with. Power core is here. We’ll want to fire that up. Lower-level access is here. Don’t have a map of the actual mines themselves, so we’ll need to find that if we can.”

Ethan studied it with them for a moment, putting together the plan in his head. “Casten, Eastmore, and Indigo, cover the rear. Kasumi and Kiva in the middle. Xander, Bolt, up front with me. Everyone be ready for anything.”

They formed up and started walking down the tunnel.

At first, it was worryingly quiet and dark. Their collective flashlights pushed the shadows back, revealing more vacant tunnel. The walls were mostly rock, reinforced by old steel girders. There was a scattering of bones strewn across the tunnel floor.

They kept going until a sound came to Ethan, a skittering that sounded almost frantic.

“Contacts,” he said, stopping and taking aim.

The others did as well, and they waited for whatever it was to come to them out of the darkness. They didn’t have to wait long and his intuition as to what it might be proved right. Half a dozen Mantises came snapping out of the shadows, coming at them in a mad frenzy. They were put down easily enough with a wave of quick, well-placed shots, but Ethan knew this was only the beginning.

“Keep moving! We have to push through,” he called as he marched on.

Deeper in, a cacophonous symphony of shrieks seemed to answer.


Chapter Twenty-Nine




Ethan tore his shotgun free of its holster, stuck both barrels into the shrieking face of a particularly large Mantis, and squeezed the trigger.

There was a boom that shook his arms and the Mantis’s head vanished wholesale into a plume of dark gore that spattered the immediate area in an abattoir rainfall. He grunted as he bashed another in its snapping mandibles, breaking one of them and sending it stumbling backwards.

They were definitely not making this easy.

They weren’t even making this difficult, they were making it damn near impossible.

He ducked under another swinging, serrated-claw arm and snapped the shotgun open. Shoving two more shells in, he snapped it closed again and blasted a pair of Mantises away. He slapped it back into its holster and pulled out the machine pistol, then began unloading on a quartet of the green bastards as they encroached on his personal space.

The mining installation was infested with the fuckers.

They had probably killed four hundred of them so far.

He wasn’t sure how long they’d been down there in that stinking, blood-drenched gloom, but it had been far too long. Easily an hour, probably closer to two at this point. And it had been almost nonstop fighting. Mantises attacked them, and then more Mantises attacked them.

And then even more.

And then, just to mix things up, some more of the slender green nightmares boiled out of the darkness to kill them.

They’d all taken hits, cuts, injuries. It was nothing new to any of them, but Ethan noticed that they were definitely taking more damage than usual.

The only thing that kept them alive was their training and ability to work in tandem with each other like a well-oiled machine. He’d blown through every last bullet for his submachine gun and then had lost the gun itself after using it like a club for long enough.

Despite that, despite everything, they’d been making progress, slowly but surely.

The power was back on, that was a big one, even if half the installation remained in darkness thanks to decay. They had also managed to find themselves a map of the mines and, at last, were nearing the entrance that would let them into the mines themselves. They were trying to deal with what seemed to be the last of the Mantises.

After dealing with waves and waves of them, they had finally spent the last ten minutes utterly alone, and Ethan had been pretty damned hopeful that they’d exhausted the supply. But apparently not. They’d just been gathering for, hopefully, one final push.

And they were doing a good job of it.

He jerked his head back to avoid getting his face ripped off and emptied the last of his magazine into the offending creature’s face. As he reloaded and looked around to try to refresh his sense of how everything was going, his entire world came to a screaming halt and every thought process save one died an instantaneous death inside of his head as he saw what he saw.

Kasumi was fighting with one of the Mantises while Kiva fought two others off. Kasumi had been doing really well, considering her injuries, but he could tell she was slowing down and suffering. As he stared, though, he saw her stumble, then duck under a swinging arm and put two fast shots into the thing’s open mouth.

At the same time, Kiva killed one of her own, but in doing so got thrown off balance. The second one she had been fighting lunged.

Not for Kiva, but for Kasumi.

And neither were in a position to stop it.

The entire world fell away as Ethan saw the awful thing plunge its claws into Kasumi’s stomach and then rip them out again in a panic-inducing amount of blood.

Kasumi screamed and collapsed, curling around her stomach.

Ethan screamed and popped off three quick shots as he started barreling towards her. All three landed in the side of the creature’s head and killed it. The moment it was dead, and he was sure there were no other hostiles too close, he dropped into a crouch beside her.

“I’ll be fine,” Kasumi growled through blood-slicked teeth.

“Move,” Kiva said brusquely as she crouched beside him. “This’ll hurt, Kasumi,” she added as he made room, and she ripped open her medical kit.

Ethan sensed as much as heard the others moving closer, providing a perimeter, killing off the last of the Mantises. Panic was shrieking madly in his mind, desperately to break the confines he barely held it in. He watched Kiva push Kasumi onto her back, tear a packet open with her teeth, and then dump the coagulating/disinfecting powder into the hideous, gory wound on her stomach.

Kasumi screamed, once, loudly, and then bit back everything else as she went rigid, trembling violently in sheer willpower.

“She’s out of the game,” Kiva said flatly as she kept working.

“No. I’m. Not,” Kasumi replied grimly.

“Yes, you are,” Kiva replied in the same flat tone that brooked no argument. “I can’t tell if it got your intestines or maybe something else. It probably didn’t, but you’re pretty petite. It might’ve gotten your liver or a kidney. Regardless of that, it’s too risky to send you into combat any further.”

“So, what the fuck am I going to do?” Kasumi growled, panting a little, her face paler than he’d ever seen it, covered in a sheen of sweat.

Ethan made an enormous attempt to control himself. Bastion comes first, he told himself, but he knew what really granted him some measure of control was the knowledge that what he wanted to do and what he needed to do were finally one and the same.

“You’re going to find a hole to hide in, both of you,” he said.

“No fucking way,” Kasumi snarled.

“Stop moving,” Kiva snapped, and that seemed to startle Kasumi out of her stubborn refusal.

“Kasumi,” Ethan said, “look at me.” She focused on him with wide eyes, clearly fighting for control. “You are now a liability to the mission. You know that if our roles were reversed, that if it was me lying there and not you, you’d do the same thing. You’d lock me away and take control and keep pushing. You know I’m right.”

She was silent for only a few seconds, but it felt like a long, long stretch of time. Kiva finished getting her topmost armor off and then ripped open the uniform beneath, getting a better look at the wound. It really was fucking ugly, and bad. Kasumi looked down at her own stomach and seemed to see it clearly for the first time.

It did the trick. She sighed through her gritted teeth. “Fine, but just me. Not her.”

“No,” Ethan said firmly. “Both of you.”

“You need her.”

“I do, but not in this way. You’re out of the game, there’s no arguing that. Because of that, it means you have to sit it out. And because of that, I can take the opportunity to stick one other person with you and the both of you can serve as backup. That other person might as well be Kiva, so that she can take care of you. If we don’t make it back, then the two of you need to warn Donovan, or somehow finish the job yourselves. You are now backup. That’s an order. I’m not arguing about it, not unless you have a logical point to make.”

Kiva said nothing as she kept working. Kasumi said nothing either, just kept staring at him, then finally stared up at the ceiling, grimacing. She held still and no doubt thought about it.

“I’m sorry,” he said, more quietly. “I know what this means to you, and I’m sorry I have to order it. But I do. The bastion comes first. And I... can’t do my job unless I know you’re safe.”

“I will follow this order,” Kasumi said stiffly.

“So will I,” Kiva added. She was finishing cleaning the wound now.

“I’m sorry,” Ethan said again.

“I’m not angry at you, I don’t blame you. You are making the correct call,” Kasumi replied, a little less tersely.

“Same,” Kiva added, and then smoothed a bandage over the wound after she packed it with gauze. “Sorry, Kasumi. Best I can manage.”

“You did fine,” Kasumi replied. “Where?” she added, looking now at Ethan.

“We’re not far from an emergency shelter. We’ll crack it open and lock you in. I’ll go find it right now. Xander, with me, everyone else, stay here and guard.”

Ethan and Xander split off from the group, hurrying down another anonymous corridor. They followed it to its end and there was the shelter that Ethan had seen on the map.

“Watch my back,” he muttered as he tried working the controls.

It took a moment, but he managed to get the door open, and was deeply relieved to see that power still flowed to this particular small part of the installation. He opened it up and cleared it out, finding a simple emergency shelter that had been emptied out. It at least still had a bed bolted to the wall. It would do for what they needed.

“Are you going to be all right?” Xander asked as they began heading back.

“What? Yes,” Ethan replied. “Why?”

“You look like you’re bugging out.”

“Well, we’ve lost one of our most seasoned veterans and now we’ve lost the second, who I happen to be in a relationship with, on top of everything else,” Ethan replied tightly.

“I mean yeah, that’s why I’m asking. If you can’t maintain operational control, you have to give it to someone who can.”

“I will,” Ethan replied. Xander looked dubious. “I will. I hear what you’re saying, and I agree with you. But I’m still here. I can still do this. If it comes down to it, I’ll give control to Casten. He knows what he’s doing more than anyone else.”

“All right.... Sorry. I didn’t intend offense.”

“You didn’t. I’m... stressed.”

They returned to the transitory area where several big corridors connected and where they had left the others. Kiva had finished her job and packed up.

“We’re good,” Ethan said as he approached. “Let’s get you two secured and keep going.”

Neither seemed to have a response to that, so he simply helped Kiva get Kasumi back on her feet. After some coaxing, he carefully scooped her up in his arms, and she allowed him to carry her back to the shelter.

“I’m sorry,” Kasumi said as he laid her on the bed.

“For what?” Ethan replied.

She winced. “This. I should’ve been faster.”

“This isn’t your fault, Kasumi. This wasn’t negligence or carelessness on your part. You’re the most capable Crawler here, but even you make mistakes. At least once a decade or so.”

Kasumi laughed, then immediately groaned. “No laughing,” she said. “I can’t. Fuck, this hurts.”

“Close the door behind me,” Ethan said as he straightened up.

“I will. I’ll guard her with my life, and I’ll be the backup if you need it,” Kiva replied. “How long should we wait?”

“Four hours. If someone isn’t back in four hours, then you start making plans.”

She checked her watch, then nodded. “Four hours.”

“Ethan, wait,” Kasumi said, her hand coming out and grasping his sleeve.

“What is it?” he asked, looking down at her.

She was staring at him intensely now, her short, dark hair plastered to her ghost pale skin. She looked miserable, but she spoke clearly. “Ethan, I need you to know… I love you. I know we’ve been figuring things out, but I know. Right now, right here, I know. I love you. And you are the best man I’ve ever had in my life. Please come back to me.”

He smiled and laid a hand carefully against the side of her face. He leaned down and kissed her. “I love you too, Kasumi. And you can bet I’m going to do whatever it takes to come back to you.” He kissed her once more, then straightened up and looked at Kiva. “Both of you.”

She hugged and kissed him, and he returned the embrace. “You know I love you,” she murmured after the kiss, her forehead resting against his own. “And you’d damn well better come back to me. To us. All of us,” she added softly, laying his hand over her stomach for a brief moment.

“I will,” he said.

And prayed he wasn’t lying.

He said farewell to them one more time, then slipped back out. Kiva closed and secured the door behind him. Ethan forced himself on, jogging back to rejoin the others. They all stared at him, looking grim and morose.

“I think she’ll be all right,” he said, “but for all intents and purposes, she and Kiva are beyond us now. This is on us. Now, we’ve got the bombs? Do a check.”

They did their check. Ethan had his own bomb, as well as the locator device. Indigo had hers. Casten had his. Xander had his.

“Okay,” he muttered, turning towards the final stretch of corridor that would grant them access to the mines themselves, “time to drill deeper.”


Chapter Thirty




So far, every new environment of this journey had been worse than the last.

This remained true as they entered the mines, but it was the degree that shocked him.

Ethan hadn’t been expected a party coming down there, but there was a sense of death on the air. Not that someone had been killed, but that someone would soon be. Again, his mind amended darkly as he thought back to Ridge.

No time to think about that. Or Kasumi and Kiva.

They just had to keep pushing.

They accessed the mine via an old checkpoint that functioned almost as an airlock. It had long since been ripped open and it led into a decent-sized cavern littered with the remnants of industry. Ethan felt an immense and immediate sense of anxiety when he saw how many places there were to hide among the rubble and rusting vehicles.

But a thorough check of the area revealed that nothing was waiting for them.

Not a single thing.

The map and the final reports from the mine’s database indicated that they had broken into a new, deep chamber shortly before they abruptly stopped reporting in. He wasn’t sure if that was coincidence or not, given the report was eighty years old and this was only just recently a problem. Regardless, the path to the new cavern they’d broken into was very straightforward. A single path led all the way down from the opening.

It felt too good to be true.

And yet, as they made their way down it, checking out any side tunnels and hidden places they could, nothing continued to happen.

Ethan didn’t know what he was feeling as he led the team deeper still. A swirling galaxy of emotions was screaming through his head now. His thoughts were torn in a half dozen different directions, but he fought to maintain control. He stood in the eye of the emotional storm and held his place, but it was a genuine struggle.

A struggle that grew worse the more time passed.

The team remained dead silent as they marched on, prepared for anything. In the end, though, they managed to walk the entire length of the tunnel without seeing or hearing anything. The tension was nearly at a breaking point as they reached the hole in the wall.

Ethan stood at the threshold, cautiously surveying the chamber beyond. It wasn’t very large, but it seemed to embody threat and dread. It couldn’t have been more threatening if it was lit up completely by an evil-looking red light and playing sinister music.

“It’s death in there,” he whispered.

The cavern itself didn’t appear very impressive at a glance. Just a simple chamber, roughly octagonal, and it didn’t seem to be made out of anything particularly interesting. Just the typical rough rock and packed dirt.

And yet the sense of impending doom didn’t just linger on the air, it was suffocating.

“I think this time, they’re saving up for us,” Indigo murmured from behind him.

“Yeah, this time that’s definitely what’s happening. But we’ve got to keep going, regardless.”

“Is this the place? Can we be sure?” Casten asked.

“I think... wait, grayout,” he replied.

Everyone turned their flashlights down or off or away and he waited, staring into the darkness beyond. Whatever lights they’d managed to reach didn’t extend this far. At first, the shadows were absolute, but as his eyes began to adjust, Ethan saw what he had hoped, and feared, to see.

A faint, dim light that seemed to be coming from everywhere and nowhere.

“This is the place,” he said.

“How can you be sure?” Bolt asked.

“See that light? It’s the exact same shade of blue-black that the crystal we found was. This is the place, all right. Come on, we need to secure the area and then deploy the locator.”

He expected something to happen, for the world to explode into chaos, the moment he broke the threshold, but nothing did.

The tension grew by degrees, slowly becoming intolerable.

Ethan had them spread out and check the area. They found nothing beyond a scattering of scrap metal and three ominous tunnels snaking away into the gloom.

“All right,” Ethan grunted as he dropped into a crouch in the center of the chamber and shrugged out of his pack.

The others stood guard as he pulled out the locator. He was deeply glad that he had made sure to pay very close attention while they’d been explaining it. It was a simple device but now that their tech expert was no longer around, it fell to him.

“Okay, protective gear on,” he said as he hit the initiation sequence, then pulled out his own earplugs.

Once it had initiated, Ethan had them fall back to the tunnel and hide on either side of the entry hole, then he hit the proper button and ran off after them. He hunched in place, ears covered tightly. They’d been very specific that it was going to be extremely loud.

Sure enough, it was.

A moment later, after he began to hear an increasingly loud whining drone, there was a pause, then a powerful, high-pitched sound burst into existence.

He actually felt it through the rock, and definitely heard it. Even distance and protection left his ears ringing a little. Ethan hurriedly led them back into the chamber and snatched up the device. He attached his tablet to it and let it transfer the results. The others stood guard while he waited to see what it had to show him.

“All right, looks like... that tunnel to the left dead ends after a hundred yards, though it’s got some side passages, nothing big. These other two twist into a few chambers, but they both eventually let into this... I’m not sure what this is, but it seems to be the only way to access a rather large chamber,” he murmured, his eyes lingering on the curious collection of lines just before the large chamber.

“Let me see,” Casten said, and Ethan offered him the tablet. “I’m not sure what this is, either.”

“Everyone take a look,” Ethan replied, and they passed the tablet around quickly.

In the end, Indigo was the last one to look at it, everyone else came up with basically the same thing. The best answer so far came from Xander, who suggested it was a malfunction.

“It looks like a... maze,” she said finally, passing him back the tablet.

“A maze?” he muttered, studying it more closely. Maybe she was right. “Well, I guess we’ll cross that bridge when we come to it. I think–”

Xander’s head exploded.

Ethan screamed in shock at about the same time everyone else did. Blood doused them all as they scrambled away from the unseen threat and Xander’s body collapsed into a twitching pile of limbs. Ethan immediately began scanning for the threat, trying to figure what the hell had happened, his mind flailing madly.

And then he saw it.

Out of one of the tunnels came a creature.

It was not quite like any of the others he’d seen before. It was vaguely humanoid, with two arms, two legs, and a central body, though its head almost seemed to be a solid part of its body. It was oddly hunched and maybe five feet tall. It had a face, a hideous, alien face with a huge mouth that seemed almost like a knife wound that sat beneath a quartet of flat gray eyes.

It stalked into the chamber, most of it shaded towards a gray brown that made it worryingly begin to blend into the background it stood against. Something about it seemed bizarrely human. Ethan immediately opened fire, as did the others. He was still trying to figure out what in the fuck it had even done to kill Xander when he saw an opening in its chest.

As he was looking at it, the opening abruptly seemed to expand, and then contract hard, and a narrow sliver of something shot out of its chest with the force of a bullet. Ethan barely managed to avoid it as he jerked to the side, but from the tug he felt along his right side, just below his ribs, he knew that it had torn his armor in passing.

“Put it down!” he yelled as he emptied his machine pistol into it.

Their bullets were opening up wounds and a pale green blood was leaking out of it, but it didn’t seem particularly bothered by them. It made no noise as it raised its arms up. Abruptly, each of them split in half, then unfolded to become even longer. Each now ended in a single long, razor-sharp appendage.

What the fuck was this thing!?

He finished regaining his balance and emptied his magazine into it. As he frantically reloaded his machine pistol, the others kept up their assault. Ethan quickly began to worry. This thing definitely should’ve been more damaged by now, but it was almost like it had bulletproof armor just under its skin.

Not perfect but affording it a hell of a lot of protection.

The creature suddenly turned sharply, its mouth opening wider, and a spray of dull silver liquid spewed out of it in a hard contraction. Everyone shouted in surprise and fell back. The silver spray landed mostly on the floor, but some of it got onto poor Xander’s leg, where it immediately began to sizzle violently.

This thing was getting stranger and more lethal with every passing second.

“Armor-piercers!” Ethan shouted, pulling out his Silversmith revolver.

It may not be armor piercing like he knew some of the others were loaded with, but it packed a hell of a punch. He took aim and fired once. The bullet punched into its flesh and definitely did some more damage, but still not nearly as much as it should have.

At this range, it could blow a man’s arm clean off and it was opening up a hole only a bit broader and deeper than a more typically sized bullet would. The moment he landed that shot, however, the beast turned his way and leaped at him, closing the distance between them in a millisecond. He shouted a barely articulate curse and leaped back.

Ethan was ready to unload into the creatures, but it lashed out with one of its claws, and cut a line of burning pain down his forearm, straight through the armor there. The attack drove the pistol from his hand, sending it clattering and sliding across the ground, and he went after it, desperate to finish this thing off.

If that was even possible.

As soon as he got it, he spun around, prepared to unleash fiery metal death on the unknown horror. Only it was no longer behind him. It seemed to have picked another target. Casten was one of the ones who had chosen to bring armor-piercers with him, and consequently he was blasting the thing with a cold intensity.

Ethan took aim. He saw it shift suddenly, and its head cocked back slightly.

It launched another spew of that dull silver acid.

Eastmore screamed and threw himself towards Casten.

He collided with the man and knocked him clear, kept moving himself to try to clear the blast zone but didn’t quite make it. He began screaming as a good amount of that stuff landed across his neck, chest, and arm.

He went down, writhing madly, and Ethan fired twice directly into the beast’s back. At the same time, Casten finished unloading what remained of his magazine into it as well. The beast shrieked and suddenly raced away, back down the tunnel it had initially come through. Several bullets chased it into the darkness, and then it was gone.

Ethan rushed over to Eastmore, who seemed to have abandoned his efforts to remove his armor. He was lying on his back, eyes wide, panting furiously, teeth grit together so hard that even as Ethan looked down at him one of them cracked.

“Is. Casten. Okay?” he growled.

“Yes,” Ethan replied, feeling raw panic trying to get back in.

What could they do? Even if the neutralizing agent they had on them worked on this strange substance–which seemed a dubious prospect–the damage was immense. There were holes in his throat, one in his cheek, and it was still eating through his armor into his chest, shoulder, and arm. Just the damage to his left lung alone would kill him, and very soon.

But why?

Eastmore was probably the most impulsive, selfish Crawler. No, he definitely was. Would he save someone’s ass in combat? Sure. But not at the cost of his own life. And that had very clearly been what was on the table, even in a split-second decision it had to be obvious to him.

Finally, without meaning to, he voiced that question as he stared into Eastmore’s dying eyes.

“Why?”

The man let out a bark of pained, bitter laughter. “Casten’s got a family, I’m just scum who’s-agh! Who’s a g-good shot... just finish it, man. I’m fu-fucking done. This fucking hurts so much…” he groaned.

Ethan looked around, once, briefly. The others had gathered around him, staring down at Eastmore. They’d come to the same conclusion he himself just had: he was doomed.

He aimed the Silversmith at Eastmore’s head.

“Better fuckin’ finish this job,” he said, offering an incredibly bleak grin as he trembled in raw pain. “I died for this shit.”

“We’ll get it done, Eastmore. I swear,” Ethan said, and squeezed the trigger.

The gun kicked hard in his hand and as far as mercy killings went, it was spectacularly nasty. As he watched half his cranium rip away in a spray of pulped gore, Ethan reflected that he probably should have switched to a lower caliber pistol.

But the man had been in unrelenting agony, and in the end, did it even matter?

What was left of Eastmore’s face relaxed. He almost looked relieved.

Ethan looked at the dead man, then at Xander’s headless corpse, then at the dark tunnel the creature had retreated down.

“Grab their gear and avoid the acid,” he said finally, his voice flat.

“What’s the plan?” Casten asked softly as he began patting down Eastmore.

“We’re going to plant all four of them,” Ethan replied. “First one down this tunnel that dead ends. Another one along the second tunnel in a good spot, one has to be in the center of the crystal cavern, wherever the fuck that is, although I think it’s past that weird maze or malfunction or whatever it is, and then we’ll put one more on the way back up the third and final tunnel. Once we do that, we get the fuck out and blow it. Job done.”

“Are we splitting up?” Indigo asked hesitantly.

Ethan considered it, but only for a moment. “No. This is already too dangerous, and while we’re on a timeline, it’s not so tight that we need every last second. We’re sticking together. You see that thing again; you pump it full of armor-piercers and you try to get a grenade down its gullet.”

He took stock of those who were still alive as they finished grabbing whatever they could off the corpses. Now it was just himself, Casten, Indigo, and Bolt. They looked exhausted and terrified. He was sure he looked the same.

Didn’t matter. They had to keep pushing.

Once they were finished, Ethan took point, leading them into the dead-end tunnel.


Chapter Thirty-One




Any lingering doubts Ethan might have had about whether they were in the right place or not died completely about halfway down the tunnel.

The dark blue luminescence from before grew strong enough that they could see it even with their flashlights on. They checked out niches and crevices and little alcoves of space tucked away into the tunnel walls, always revealing nothing more than rock and earth and the occasional remnant of those who had once worked here.

And then they found one that had some crystals growing on it.

Dark, dark blue crystals.

They pulsed and hummed with malevolent energy.

In the end, they managed to reach the end of the tunnel without another attack. They found a little crevice to secure a bomb in, and Indigo planted hers. The tension rose as they retraced their steps, but they made it back to the original cavern easily.

As they made for the next tunnel, Ethan found himself eyeing the fresh corpses. When he looked at the others, he was startled by how bad they looked in the pale light. Their eyes were bloodshot, their faces pallid and drawn, their stances spoke of pain and struggle. He himself was feeling pretty damn shitty.

All at once he wondered if just being down here would be enough to kill them… if it was like radiation or toxicity.

Well, all the more reason to hurry.

They plunged on into the next tunnel, making for what Ethan hoped wasn’t a maze, and keeping an eye out for more hostiles. As they moved deeper down the passage, he began to hear something faintly, a sort of pulsing sound that was worryingly close to breathing. He almost asked the others if they heard it, but one look at their faces told him they did.

He quickly decided he didn’t want to know.

They walked, slowly but surely, down the earthen tunnel, gun barrels shifting back and forth in an eternal hunt. Ethan was starting to run low on ammo. Just a handful of shells for his shotgun, a single magazine left in his machine pistol, and his revolver and its ammo. Everything else had been used up or lost during the hectic battles to get here.

“Where the fuck is everyone?” Indigo whispered, at last breaking the silence that encased them like a shell.

“Maybe it ran out,” Bolt muttered. “Sent everything it had, except for that one fucking thing, after us already. Or maybe in the attack on your bastion?”

“Maybe,” Ethan said softly. He paused and peered cautiously down a gap in the wall to the left.

Nothing but rock.

“This is really freaking me the fuck out,” Indigo whispered harshly.

“Keep it together,” Ethan replied, continuing along to the next gap and searching it. He found much of the same and kept going.

“Where are we planting the bomb?” Casten asked tersely.

Ethan glanced back at him. There was something in his voice, and on his face. He seemed to be suffering more than the rest of them.

“Near the maze,” he replied, “...you okay?”

“Fine,” Casten answered tightly.

Ethan hesitated. This was crucial, and they had to keep it together. He’d never known Casten to crack, no one had. The man seemed to be a pillar of chilled confidence. But everyone had their breaking point.

“What’s wrong? If you’re cracking up–”

“I’m not cracking up,” Casten replied. He stared at Ethan, almost angrily, then pursed his lips and looked away. “I’m... I don’t know what I am.”

Now Ethan stopped. Something was definitely wrong. He looked around again. Well, even in a place like this a sixty-second break would probably do them a world of good, and this was probably about as secure as they were going to get.

“Take sixty,” he said in a tone that brooked no argument, then turned his full attention to Casten. “What’s going on?”

The man stared back at him, his face a mask of conflicting emotions and exhaustion. Finally, he seemed to give up. “Eastmore was a really good friend, once. And you killed him. And I know he was already dead, it was a mercy, but... he’s gone. And I never got him back.”

“Wait, when were you and him ever friends?” Indigo asked.

“Indigo,” Ethan said.

“What? Sorry, I guess that came out kinda shitty, but you’re so different!”

“I was team leader on his first mission. It got really rough, we both nearly died, but it was the kind of battle where you make fast friends once it’s over. We just clicked. I kind of mentored him on becoming a Crawler. He was always kind of nuts, but he was more reasonable back then. We had a good two years.”

“So, what happened?” Ethan asked.

“He met a girl. Fell in love. They started building a life together. She got sick, some rare illness, and died. Wasted away over the course of a month. He got bitter after that, he was furious. I tried to help, but he stopped caring after that. After a while, it became obvious he resented the hell out of me for my family, my home life.

“I think he’s been trying to die ever since then, trying to get the Vast to kill him when he’s pretending not to look, he was just too good at his job. I had always hoped we’d patch things up, I tried, but after a while, I stopped trying. It was just making things worse.”

Ethan thought he’d say more, but he had stopped speaking.

“I’m sorry that happened, and that it came to that. He still gave a shit, though. He saved your ass,” he replied.

“Yeah. And that’s... going to have to be enough.” He looked around. “Provided I actually get out of here.”

“Should probably keep going,” Ethan agreed.

He hefted his shotgun and took point again.

They stalked on through the bowels of the planet, digging deeper into the horror. They were so close to finishing this, but every step was harder than the last. For a dozen different reasons, but in his soul, he knew the hardest reason wasn’t even that he was terrified of what was in here.

His thoughts were moving, with increasing intensity, to Kasumi and Kiva.

Were they still okay? Was Kasumi going to be all right?

He thought she was, he believed that Kiva would keep her alive, but what if he was wrong? What if the wound got worse? Or if something else found its way into that shelter and killed both of them? Or if there was another attack going on in Wayport? Or–Ethan felt an eruption of pain slice across his chest at the same instant he heard a whisper of noise. A quarter second later there was a hard sound of something tough slamming into something else tough, and then he was falling back as that mystery beast lurched out of a niche in the wall to his right and fell on them in a blurred frenzy of activity.

Someone screamed.

Indigo made a horrible gagging sound.

Blood smacked him along the side of his head as he tried to track the beast with his shotgun.

Several gunshots sounded.

Ethan saw Casten avoiding the horrid thing, narrowly dodging as it tried to stab him with one of its long arms. Indigo was staggering around, and Bolt was on the ground. And then he had a clear shot, and he took it, firing more or less point blank with both barrels into the thing’s back. There was an explosion of gore, followed immediately by a shriek that was so loud it nearly deafened him.

The monstrous entity vanished ahead of them with a fading, echoing shriek and Ethan nearly started running after it, desperate to finish the job and stop letting it ambush them. And then he heard that gagging sound again and knew something was horribly wrong.

Spinning back around as he fed some of his last shells into the shotgun, he saw Casten crouched over Indigo, working furiously to help her.

It had slit her throat. Deeply.

Her eyes rolled wildly, and her limbs flailed in pure panic as blood gushed out of her. Ethan took a step towards her, unsure of what he was going to do but filled with a desperation that bordered on madness, and then she abruptly went limp.

“No, no, no,” Casten whispered furiously.

“She’s gone,” Ethan said.

Casten stopped trying to help, just stared at her. “So is Bolt. It got him right through the head.”

Ethan turned and gently pushed the man onto his back with his boot. He groaned sickly as he saw a one inch tall, very slender stab wound right in the man’s forehead. Judging by the surprised expression on his face, death had been instantaneous.

Ethan stared at him, then looked back down the tunnel. He felt his stomach turn over, felt panic puke want to come up, and fought it savagely.

“Grab their shit, hurry,” he said. “We have to get the fuck out of here.”

“I don’t think we’re gonna make it,” Casten muttered.

“We have to try. We can’t stop now, not while we’re this close.”

“I know. I just... didn’t want to die here.”

“If I have anything to say about it, you aren’t fucking dying here. Grab their shit; I’ll keep watch.”

“Okay.”

Ethan winced as the pain in his chest came back to him. He remembered the attack and looked around quickly, then spied what looked to be a six-inch spike sticking out of the rock wall. It was sticky with his blood. What in the fuck was this thing shooting? How was it doing it? Why was it here? To guard the crystals, he supposed, but how had it come to be?

Too many questions, not enough time.

He patched himself up quickly while maintaining watch. He didn’t think this thing was going to come back for them, not yet. No, it had figured out they could hurt it, really hurt it, probably kill it. It was going to lay in wait and take them.

“Okay,” Casten said, rejoining him.

Ethan didn’t look back at the bodies. If he did, he thought he might actually start to lose it. He pushed everything out of his head but the right here and the right now and the mission. That was all that mattered.

They’d sacrificed and suffered far too much to fail now.

Now numbering two, they reached the end of the tunnel they were in. Ethan found a spot and Casten planted his bomb in another niche they found. Ethan didn’t even want to think about the possibility that some of the creatures might find these bombs and destroy them. He still had no idea how smart this... this whatever the hell they were actually dealing with was.

Was it an entity? A nebulous ‘intelligence’? Some artificial being?

Something else entirely?

Again, far too many questions.

There were more crystals now, and the light was beginning to pulse. The tunnel dead-ended in a small chamber and for a moment Ethan felt panic begin to grip him once again. But then he found what they were looking for: an opening that was just wide enough for him to slip through, with perhaps two inches of space to either side of him.

Staring into it was like staring into a waking nightmare.

The blue-black light was pulsing heavily inside, almost like a slow heartbeat. A second of dark, malignant light, then three or so of darkness.

“We have to go in there?” Casten muttered.

“Yep,” Ethan replied.

“...I’m taking a year off if I fucking survive this mess.”

Ethan couldn’t even manage to chuckle darkly. “Same,” was all he managed. “Let’s get this over with.”

Ethan went first.

He slipped into the crevice and immediately felt claustrophobic. It came on so intensely that he almost believed the walls were actually closing in on him. But he got a grip on himself, performed a few quick breathing exercises that Kasumi had showed him, and the effect stopped.

“We want to be making our way to the left as much as possible,” Ethan murmured as he led Casten into the rock maze.

“Check,” he replied tersely.

“You all right?”

“Fine. Let’s just... hurry this up. This is pretty bad.”

“Yeah.”

Ethan pushed on. If that thing found them in here, they might very well be fucked. He had his shotgun in hand but, as he considered it, he switched to his revolver and double-checked that it was fully loaded. This would have more stopping power, and maybe he could put an end to the awful thing if he was fast and lucky.

For some reason, he had the impression that it was the only creature down here. Maybe the others weren’t as easily controlled and therefore weren’t kept around the intelligence’s... core? Brain? Heart? He still didn’t even know how he knew that there was some sort of... thinking thing behind this, but he did. Kasumi had definitely been right there; he could feel it in his soul.

Although was it thinking? Or just something like thinking?

Was a computer ‘thinking’ because it was processing?

Was this thing just running on instinct?

Ethan found a fresh path that led to the left and moved down it. There was a hum on the air now and it was pulsing in time with the sick luminescence. Great, now it was going to be harder to hear, and that thing was already pretty fucking stealthy.

He found another tunnel that continued along in the way they needed to go.

Well, so far so good.

Ethan was suddenly struck by a fresh bolt of panic for a reason he couldn’t identify. He trusted Casten to watch his back and pushed on. To try to keep the terror at bay, he thought about what he was going to do when he got back.

There were so many things he wanted to do. But more than anything in the entire universe, he suddenly wanted to be back in his kitchen, sitting at his table with all the wonderful women in his life, eating Ember’s stew.

“Hey, Casten. What are you gonna do when you get back? Like the first thing, after we get through all the debriefing bullshit?” he asked.

Casten said nothing.

Ethan waited. “Casten?” Still nothing. He stopped. “Is something wro–”

He turned around.

Casten was gone.


Chapter Thirty-Two




Ethan was alone.

“Casten?!” he whispered sharply, walking back a few feet and then stopping abruptly.

He saw their boot prints in the dirt. Saw his continue along for a bit, saw Casten’s abruptly stop.

“What the fuck?” he muttered, looking around, utter confusion striking him.

What, did something take him into the fucking wall?

Ethan’s terror was abruptly arrested by sudden realization. Not the wall, no….

He looked up.

“Oh fuck.”

There was a hole in the ceiling directly over where Casten had been standing. It was pitch black and just big enough to admit something access.

Something like the nameless horror that had been stalking them all the while.

Ethan felt something stretch inside his head, something being pushed to the breaking point. Abject terror seized him in a way it had never had before.

He had never felt so alone. Not even up on the surface, being chased by that haunted thing.

He was going to have to do this by himself now. There was no one to help him.

Once again, the vomit tried to come up. He had never quite been made ill by pure fear before, not like this, and it was a truly wretched experience. As he wrestled with that, something did snap inside of him, and it came down like a hammer. Only it wasn’t his sanity or his will that broke; it was his emotions.

They didn’t vanish, but it was similar to tossing a bucket of water on a fire. It was out, but not completely dead, not immediately.

He had to finish this job. It was the only thing that mattered to him in that moment.

It was the only thing his mind, in its sense of self preservation, would allow to matter.

Ethan had been the one to pick up the spare bomb, which meant he could finish this. As he turned back and resumed his journey, he thought he heard something, what very likely were muffled gunshots. He waited, just a few seconds. When he heard nothing else, he kept going.

If their roles were reversed, Casten would keep going, and Ethan wouldn’t be mad at him.

Well, not logically, anyway. Emotionally? Probably a different story.

But he would understand the same thing Ethan understood. This had to get done.

Paying more attention to the ceiling now, and sure enough, he saw another jagged hole farther down the way, Ethan pressed on. He moved through the madly pulsing, crystalline tunnels, a deadly calm now enshrouding him. He could still feel the fear somewhere deep inside, trying to get out, but he wouldn’t let it.

The hum on the air was louder than it had ever been. Ethan kept pushing, at one point having to turn to his side and force his way through a narrow crevice.

And then he reached the end of another too-narrow tunnel, stepped around the corner, and saw the cavern he had been looking for.

It was unlike anything he’d ever seen before.

The cavern was large and oddly rounded. The mysterious blue-black crystals covered every surface, absolutely all of it. They were everywhere, proliferating out of control, pulsing madly now. The hum on the air was strong enough that it was almost making it hard to breathe. Ethan felt questions forming in his mind but crushed them ruthlessly.

He pulled out one of his two bombs and, pausing every few seconds to look around, he armed it. Once that was done, he shoved it between two nearby crystals, careful not to touch them. His hand tingled uncomfortably when it got close to the crystals. He ignored it and finished the job, double checking that the bomb was armed and properly placed, then he took one last look around the huge, sickening cavern and headed back into the maze.

Just one more.

He started making his way in the opposite direction he’d come in through as he continued navigating the maze. If he had to, he’d retrace his steps and go back around the long way, but he thought he’d seen what might have been an exit on that side when he’d been studying the locator map.

As he kept going, Ethan could feel the pain seeping back into his awareness. Motivation or no, it was starting to get to him. That stupid fucking monster had got him twice now with its barbs or bolts or whatever the hell it shot out of itself.

And that was on top of all the other damage he’d taken so far.

And the exhaustion and stress from all the other missions he’d been doing just recently.

Almost done, he told himself. Almost done.

Almost–He heard the sound above him about a quarter second before an explosion of searing agony blossomed into existence like a mushroom cloud.

“Oh, you fucker!” he screamed, and then the terror came back in huge, icy swarms as his entire left arm abruptly went numb.

Ethan raised his pistol and fired three rounds straight up. He felt a rain of something warm and heard the creature shriek again. It vanished from the hole above him.

“Oh, fuck me, fuck me,” Ethan whispered as he got out from under the hole and looked at his shoulder.

It was hard to tell for sure because of the angle and the lighting, but he thought he could see exposed bone in the wound the creature had opened up. The pain was there but distant, thanks to the numbness.

Unfortunately, it meant he couldn’t move his arm at all. Not even a little.

The feeling was terrifying in a way he’d never experienced before. He slapped a quick seal bandage on the wound for now, grimacing and letting out a hoarse cry at the surge of pain it caused. Then he kept going, faster this time… probably faster than was smart.

His breath was coming more raggedly, he realized, and pain rolled through his body. His head was starting to swim, and he was having a harder time keeping his balance. He kept trying to move his left arm, almost compulsively. Each time he got nothing he just wanted to try again, and try harder. What if it was permanent?

He’d be finished as a Crawler. There’d be no way he could do his job with one arm.

That thought filled him with more sick fear than he cared to admit.

Ethan kept looking up for holes as he went along, seeing them occasionally and ducking under them as much as he could. Not that it mattered, that thing had a damn long reach, apparently. As he kept pushing on, he suddenly had a flashback to the derelict military outpost on the surface, the distinct thought that he would have nightmares about that particular instance for the rest of his life.

He didn’t think he’d run into something worse than that so quickly.

With agony pushing in on him from all sides, Ethan came around another corner and then froze as he saw two things.

The first was a way out, some twenty feet away the tunnel broadened into a larger space.

The second was that there was something hanging down from the ceiling, just in front of the exit.

Ethan actually aimed his pistol and began to squeeze the trigger before it occurred to him that it probably wasn’t the monster. What then? It was clearly intentional, it didn’t look natural at all, and the shape it made….

His vision was too blurry to make it out clearly.

Ethan approached, cautiously. There seemed to be no more holes in the ceiling between him and the final hole this thing was dangling out of.

What was it?

As he came within six feet of it, the realization came on in a rush.

It was an arm.

It was Casten’s arm.

Ethan began to rush forward, then hesitated. What if this was a trap? It had to be a trap, right? It seemed way too convenient. He pondered that for about one and a half seconds before deciding ‘fuck it’. He wasn’t leaving Casten here if there was even a small chance that he could save the man. He might be a corpse, but there was only one way to find out.

He came forward and reached up, grabbed Casten’s wrist, and checked his pulse.

He was chilly, but still alive.

“Can you hear me? Casten?” Ethan whispered as he grasped the man’s arm and began trying to pull him down. “Casten!” he hissed.

Nothing. He had to be out cold.

This was going to be a lot harder with just one arm, but he wasn’t going to let that stop him. With a quick look around to make sure he was still alone, Ethan started pulling, trying to get him out of the hole. What the hell had happened? As he worked, he pieced it together in his mind. The nameless horror must’ve snatched him up and started dragging him away, as obviously there was some kind of little tunnel network up there.

Those sounds he’d heard, the gunshots, must have been Casten fighting back. And he had to have gotten lucky, either that or this was a trap, and it just hadn’t sprung yet. Ethan didn’t think so. He must have scared the thing off and tried to crawl out of the nearest hole and passed out before he could.

With a final grunt of effort, Ethan pulled Casten out of the hole. He came out limp as a rag doll and unconscious as a coma patient, crashing down onto Ethan, who had to bite back a loud scream of agony as he thought he felt something wrench horribly inside his lower leg. Despite this, Ethan did his best not to let the man come to further harm.

“Aw fuck, fucking goddamn shit,” Ethan whispered as he got out from under Casten and got a look at him.

He was pretty torn up. But there didn’t seem to be any obviously lethal wounds, save for a gash on his head that might be the reason he was unconscious. Might be concussed, and if that was the case then it truly was up to random chance whether he survived, unless Kiva had some way of fixing a brain bleed that Ethan was unaware of.

“I’m not leaving you here,” Ethan whispered as he slapped another quick seal bandage of the head wound, and then another over a large wound where his neck met his chest. “You’re getting out of here, one way or another,” he panted as he got slowly to his feet.

He half expected to look around and see the creature waiting for him, preparing to strike, but he remained alone. Ethan hesitated for a moment, unsure of how to proceed. Well, first thing: he needed to plant the last bomb. He did just that, stepping out of the narrow opening and into the area beyond. It was the final tunnel, similar to the one that had brought him to the maze.

Ethan froze as he spied an uncertain lump about twenty feet down the tunnel. It didn’t seem like it belonged there. He watched it for a few seconds and, when it didn’t move, took the opportunity to get the final bomb out, arm it, and shove it into place in a little hole in the wall. Once that was done, with one anxious glance back at Casten, Ethan jog-limped forward to get a look at this thing, to see if it was anything he should be worried about.

Now that he had the bombs planted and had actually found Casten, he needed to get the fuck out of this place.

“Oh fuck,” he whispered, coming to a dead halt as he realized what it was.

The big, uncertain shape sitting in the middle of the passage revealed itself to be a dead... he’d never actually named the cyclopean, bulletproof giants. But it was a dead one of those.

But how?

He glanced up, spied a big hole in the ceiling.

Oh, right. He’d tricked it into falling down the hole.

Well fine. He’d just have to get past it and–the beast twitched. Ethan felt terror seize him and before he even had a chance to panic, the monster roared and began staggering to its feet. He turned around, desperate to get Casten and pull him back further into the maze. It would be safe from this gargantuan horror.

The unnamed creature was waiting for him, standing between him and the maze entrance.

“You have got to be kidding me!” he cried.

Ethan took aim and managed to fire off a single shot before the beast surged forward and lashed out. The shot landed, and it was a good one, utterly destroying one of its eyes, but it wasn’t good enough. And then its claw caught his right hand, and a fresh explosion of pain was birthed into existence.

Screaming in rage and agony, Ethan tried to fire again, but the attack had knocked his pistol free of his hand. He realized something was wrong, actually very wrong, with his right hand as he began to reach for the machine pistol.

He held his hand up and stared in near-uncomprehending shock.

His pinkie was missing, and a good solid layer of flesh had been sliced off the side of his other finger next to it.

“ARE YOU KIDDING ME!? ARE YOU FUCKING KIDDING ME!?” he screamed, laughing wildly as he watched blood spurt out of the stump where his pinkie had been.

Ahead of him, the creature shrieked.

Behind him, the behemoth roared.

Ethan felt a plan snap together in his head, and he went for it. Snatching up the machine pistol, he aimed as best he could and unloaded into the creature ahead of him. He’d got through half of it, spun around, and emptied the rest into the huge, gaping maw of the behemoth.

Then he ran.

He had to pick one direction, and he chose the behemoth, to try to lead them away from Casten. The man was completely defenseless in his unconscious state.

The behemoth was definitely injured. It couldn’t stand up straight and seemed confused about where he was. That was fine. Now if he could just get the other monster to shoot its damned barbs….

One of them pinged off the wall beside him. Perfect!

He kept running, nearly incoherent with pain and terror and rage now, and barely managed to avoid the big bastard. He ducked under one swinging arm, ran past it, lost his balance and went crashing to the ground.

“FUCK!” he bellowed as his wounded hand was scraped against the rocks and dirt.

The pain was like touching a live wire. It swallowed his world.

Struggling furiously, he managed to at least stagger back up to his feet. Turning around, he saw that his plan had worked. The two creatures were fighting each other. Ethan leaned heavily on the wall, groping for his medical kit. This was going to be really fucking hard. Careful to keep watch on the two things as they tried to kill each other, he fumbled with the medical supplies. It was hard, and excruciating, but he managed to get another quick seal over his wounded hand.

He paused, staring at it. He’d lost a finger. He’d never had a piece of himself just get lopped off like that. Looking at his wounded hand was like staring into madness itself, so he stopped doing it. Instead, he started looking around for his missing finger.

He spotted it a moment later, back behind the two grappling creatures.

“Don’t you dare fucking step on that,” he whispered, slurring now.

Maybe he could get it reattached.

Ethan started laughing as he watched the monsters fight. He felt like he was drifting away. He didn’t even feel like panicking anymore. He barely felt afraid.

Was he dying?

Shouldn’t he be more fearful if that was the case?

The back of the behemoth’s head abruptly burst open and one of those spines came flying out. It was promptly followed by another two. The behemoth staggered and then collapsed. The other monster came into view. One of its arms was torn off, and it had a massive gash down its front.

“Yeah, how does it fucking feel!?” Ethan screamed, grasping his shotgun.

It was a real struggle to aim it, so he stalked forward, stuck both barrels in the thing’s mouth and squeezed the trigger.

Its head vaporized.

The creature remained standing for a long second, then toppled over backwards and was still. Ethan looked around.

“There you are,” he whispered, spying his finger.

He knelt down and scooped it up. Well, at least it had been a fast and clean cut. He sighed and shoved it into one of his inner pockets, then grabbed his revolver and took way too long to reload it. He was tempted to give into the anger that was boiling around somewhere deep inside and empty all six rounds into the corpse of the creature. It had haunted them the whole time they’d been down here and had killed his friends, but instead he went to Casten.

The man was still unconscious, and quite pale.

“Casten,” Ethan said wearily, kneeling down and shaking him. “You gotta wake up man. I can’t... I can’t fucking do this by myself. I’ve lost too much blood. Please.” He kept shaking him, then slapped him two good times. Nothing.

“Fuck,” he whispered.

He was going to have to do this himself.

Because he still wasn’t leaving this bastard here.

Part of him thought maybe he should go get help, but another part said they’d pushed their luck enough as it was. He was unwilling to leave Casten here like this and unwilling to delay setting off the bombs any longer.

Ethan looked at Casten’s unconscious body for a long time before he finally started mustering up the strength to lift him.
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When he had first left Refuge after its collapse, he’d been forced to survive, more or less by himself, out in the Vast for some two days.

He genuinely wasn’t sure how long it took him to drag Casten out of that cavern and back into the mines, but it felt four times as long as that previous trip.

He was swaying and staggering like a man a few hours into a blackout booze bender, but he finally managed to get Casten down the tunnel, through the chamber, and far enough along the mining tunnel to feel safe about setting off the bombs.

Setting the man down, Ethan spent three whole minutes patting his pockets down, trying to find the detonator. For a long time, he genuinely feared that it had gotten left behind somehow. But then he found it. He’d actually found it several times now, but his abused, exhausted mind kept passing it off as something else.

He looked back the way they’d come and then he set off the bomb.

There was a muffled thud and a flash of light and a puff of what looked like bluish smoke that shot out of the opening.

“That’s gonna have to be enough,” Ethan muttered, shoving the detonator back into his pocket. In doing so, his hand brushed his radio. “Oh,” he said softly, grabbing at it. “Right.” He fired it up. “Kiva... help. I need help. Please. I’m in the mine,” he said, and was vaguely worried about how weak his voice sounded.

The radio gave him nothing.

For a moment, he stared at it, uncomprehending. Finally, it occurred to him that the survival shelter itself might be blocking the signal. Or maybe something else.

If anything had happened to either of them, Ethan thought that he would simply collapse and die. But there was only one way to find out. He put his radio back and then spent several moments gathering up Casten again.

Then he continued taking the hardest walk of his entire life.

It felt like it took a decade, but at last he emerged from the mines. He wasn’t sure how he was still awake and upright, but he was, and that’s all that mattered. Ethan struggled along, step after step, going and going and going.

When he finally reached the shelter door, he walked past it, not even recognizing it for what it was. But then he remembered the area and realized he had arrived. Gasping for breath, sweat and blood smearing his face, covering him at this point, pain, distant and dim but still there, running with utter abandon through his beaten and battered body... he had made it.

Ethan stumbled up to the door and hit the call button. He heard a faint buzzing sound.

An entire day seemed to pass before it opened.

Kiva emerged with her rifle in hand, looking worried. Her eyes widened, and she screamed his name.

“Mission. Finished,” he said, and then he collapsed.


Epilogue




“I didn’t hurt you, did I?”

Ethan grimaced slightly as he flexed his left arm experimentally. “No, Governor,” he said after a moment.

She sighed softly. “Are you going to keep calling me that? Is it a fetish thing?”

He chuckled. “Sorry, Mara.”

Sinclair shook her head and finished cleaning herself up, then began pulling her clothes back on. “It’s... fine. Just a little strange. Is it?”

“Yes,” he replied. “I have... a thing for women in power, apparently.”

“Good for me, I guess,” she murmured. “Are you alright?”

“Fine,” he said, dropping his arm to his side and standing up. “It just acts up sometimes now. Especially during... vigorous activity.”

She laughed softly. He glanced at her. She was blushing now. She started getting her bra on. “I would very much appreciate it if you didn’t tell anyone about this.”

“Don’t worry. I won’t. And the others won’t say anything either. Although maybe I should visit you at your house while we’re, uh... doing this. You sort of stick out like a sore thumb around here,” he replied, going and washing up as well.

“Probably,” she murmured.

They dressed in silence for a moment.

Ethan winced slightly as his right hand gave him a shot of pain. He finished washing and then stared at it for a moment. Kiva had been able to save his pinkie after all. And his left arm. They had both taken a while to heal up, and even now, four months later, it was still giving him trouble.

His prediction had been right, both of them had. He still had nightmares about his time on the surface, and even more about his time in the crystal cavern. He’d had a particularly intense one last night and still felt mildly embarrassed about waking everyone up. Not that anyone gave him shit about it, and not that he even thought they were thinking bad things about him, but it bothered him.

Ethan hastily pulled on his boxers, socks, pants. He sighed softly as he caught sight of his shoulder. The initial wound actually hadn’t looked that bad, but the surgery he’d required afterwards to retain the use of his arm had left several nasty-looking scars. And also, there was another new one around the base of his pinkie.

And another one on his chest.

Another along his right forearm.

Another across his neck that he didn’t even remember getting.

“Ethan.”

He looked over at Sinclair. He’d been aware of her growing closer. She was dressed now, once more wearing her dark, smooth outfit that made her look so professional. She reached out and put a cautious hand his shoulder.

“I’m sorry,” she said quietly.

He thought there was a lot packed into those two words. He’d been getting to know Mara Sinclair a lot over the past few months, and one thing he had learned was that she actually did genuinely care a great deal about people… almost to a fault.

“It’s not like you did this,” he muttered.

“I know, but... in a way I did. I’m the one who sends you out into the cold and the dark. Who orders you to risk your life, again and again. All of you….”

“Mara,” Ethan said, pulling his t-shirt on and facing her. He took her hand. “You do order us, but we could tell you no. We know what we’re doing. That isn’t your responsibility, Mara. Your responsibility is the same as our responsibility: protecting this bastion. We are the tools you utilize to do that, and we are okay with this.” He paused. “Well, I am at least. I know Kiva and Kasumi are. Ridge, Indigo, fuck, even Eastmore, they knew what they were doing. Okay?”

That’s what this was really about. What it was always about.

He and Casten had been the only two people to walk out of that crystal cave, and both had paid a pretty heavy price. But the others had died there… died brutally. They were gone, but Ethan knew that whenever she saw his scars, she was thinking of all the people she and Donovan had sent to their death.

“Okay, Mara?” he pressed.

She nodded. “Okay. You’re right,” she whispered.

He kissed her hand and released it.

Their relationship hadn’t turned sexual until just a week ago, though the writing had been on the wall for a while. It had still come as something of a surprise to him, but he thought what had surprised her the most was the nature of the relationship.

She wanted a child, but not a relationship, and she had selected him. After some discussion with his wives, everyone was in agreement. What was surprising was how vulnerable she was around him. She confided in him, seemed to linger after they made love, not wanting to leave his side. Ember was teasing him that he was going to end up with a fifth wife.

He doubted it, but he wouldn’t complain.

Mara Sinclair was a very attractive woman, for a number of reasons.

“You gonna be okay?” he asked.

She sighed, looking a little lost. “Yes. I’ll be fine. And I have something I need to discuss with Ember.”

“Okay, she’s probably in the kitchen. I’ll be out in a bit,” Ethan replied.

Sinclair lingered for just a moment, looking like she wanted to say something else, probably about his shoulder or his scars. In the end, she nodded and left the bedroom, closing the door behind her. Ethan’s shoulder sent out another spike of pain. He sighed and sat down on the bed, then began massaging it slowly.

It sent his mind again back to that mission.

After he’d found Kiva and Kasumi and passed out, he’d come to some dozen hours later, being carried back in a stretcher by Lorna and Kiva. He’d been pretty out of it and deeply confused. He eventually put together that apparently Kiva and Kasumi ended up making emergency repairs to the installation’s communications and had actually managed to raise Donovan. They’d gotten him to send out Lorna, Stark, Hertz, and a small contingent of security guards who were willing to brave the Vast for some extra pay.

They had come and confirmed that the bombs had done what they were supposed to do. He had also later been told that Doctor Cross had to be very firmly told no after she tried to join the emergency expedition, as she wanted to see it for herself.

But the plan had worked.

The bombs had gone off, the crystals were dissolved.

So, unfortunately, was everything else in that cave. The bodies of their fallen friends and fellow Crawlers were gone, along with their guns and gear.

When he’d come to, they’d decided to take a short break, and Kiva had caught him up on what was happening. Kasumi was going to be fine, thanks to her genetic modifications and a bit of luck. The damage had been painful but not life-threatening. Casten, on the other hand, had looked pretty severe, and had suffered a worse fate.

He was alive, but comatose.

They got the three of them back to Wayport and to the hospital. Kasumi had only been down for two days. Ethan had spent the next three weeks in a hospital bed. He left only to visit the memorial service they had a week after his return, and even that had been a difficult task. His journey had left him weak and weary, exhausted in a way he had never felt before.

Casten had spent the next three months in a coma, thanks to his head injury and some kind of complication after they got him back. But he had finally awoken, and he’d remained in the hospital ever since, slowly recovering, mostly spending all day every day with his family as they came to visit him. Ethan had come to visit as well. They all had at one point or another.

And good lord had it been busy.

They’d gone recruiting for new Crawlers, given their numbers were more depleted than they’d ever been in Wayport’s entire history. Ethan had been training the new recruits as much as he could. And then there were relations with Kensington. They had very nearly declared war after learning that their entire team had been wiped out and the part had been lost.

Sinclair had managed to smooth things over, however, by having a delegation come and visit Wayport. As a gesture of goodwill, they’d given them several more incredibly rare and difficult to find and produce components for their power core, hydroponics, and oxygen filtration. Most of these parts had been recovered from the bot factory.

That had definitely smoothed things over big time.

And finally, probably the most interesting thing, the Vast was oddly silent. There were no more creature attacks for quite a while. After some time, Donovan had begun tentatively sending out those who were left and discovered that a great deal of the monsters in a few-mile radius had more or less dropped dead once the bomb had gone off.

They were still figuring it out, but Cross theorized that the effect it had had on them was so strong that they had come to rely on it for their survival. When he had learned this, Ethan had been terrified that this meant Hopper was going to drop dead as well. But that hadn’t happened. The big cave cricket seemed as hearty and healthy as ever, and it did seem pretty hit or miss. Not all the monsters affected by it had died, but a lot had.

After making this revelation, Donovan had immediately began sending out everyone who would go to explore the nebulous space between the two bastions. Once things had been smoothed over with Kensington, they had started working together to plunder the previously inaccessible zone.

And that had been like torture for Ethan, because at first, he couldn’t go due to the simple fact that he was recovering from some pretty intense injuries. But even after that, once the medics had cleared him, Donovan had still been beyond reluctant to send him back out into the Vast.

It hadn’t been until just a few days ago that Ethan had finally convinced the man to stop being a cautious father towards him and go back to being his boss. Donovan had relented, and Ethan had gone out on a pretty basic mission. There’d been some fighting, just a few Strays, nothing serious. He’d overseen the strip salvage of an old research station. What had they been researching, and who had been doing it? Who knew, but they’d had some choice tech that was still in good condition.

In a way, Ethan felt more comfortable now than he had since coming home from that last mission. There had been a part of him, small but powerful, that had worried he might have lost some crucial component of whatever internal mechanism allowed him to operate in the Vast.

Going back out there, at last, had proven to him that this was not the case.

He could still do his job, and well.

Ethan realized he was lingering. It was an off day, and he did intend to spend it indoors, but with the women he loved. He headed out of his bedroom and heard a lot of talking coming from the kitchen. Following the voices, he found Sinclair engaged in a conversation with Ember at the table while Lorna sat by and listened, and Kiva tended to some stew. Kasumi was still downstairs, reading.

“Hey, you doing all right?” Kiva asked the moment he stepped into the room. “Mara said your shoulder is acting up again.”

“I’m fine, just a little pain,” he replied.

“Are you sure?” she pressed.

“I’m sure. I just, uh... went a little harder than I should have.”

“Sure sounded like it,” Lorna murmured.

He glanced at Sinclair. She was blushing but still talking with Ember. It had something to do with the school they had finally managed to get set up. But before he could listen further, there was a sharp knock at the front door.

“I’ve got it,” Ethan said, and walked back into the living room.

He opened the door and found himself staring at a familiar face.

“Casten, holy shit, hi,” he said.

Casten laughed. “Hello, Ethan. Uh... you got a minute?”

“Yeah. I’m stepping out for a moment,” he called back into the house, then stepped out and joined Casten, closing the door behind him.

“I was going to pop by tomorrow. I thought that was when you were getting out,” he said.

“I was. Pushed them to let me out a little earlier. I’ve been in the hospital long enough,” he replied. Then he looked around. “Goddamn, this place seriously does look so different. I can’t believe it.”

Ethan looked around the Pit with him.

They had made a lot of progress over the last four months.

Several structures had been broken down and completely rebuilt, while many more had been repaired and expanded. They had a school, a town hall, a clinic, a gym, and a lounge. They were going to add a little hydroponic garden. They had completely overhauled the showers to be a lot more private and safe. That was probably the biggest change, beyond the visuals.

The Pit just felt different.

The atmosphere of serene hope that he had noticed months ago had only grown since then.

“I can’t believe you and your friends did all this,” Casten murmured.

“Well... I mean, we got the ball rolling, but this was a massive effort by everyone here and Mara.”

Casten looked at him. “So, it’s true then?”

“What’s true then?” Ethan asked.

“Donovan said he suspected you of, uh, being intimate with the Governor. No one calls her Mara.”

He sighed. “Shit. Um... whatever is happening or not happening is, uh….”

Casten laughed. “It’s fine. I’m not going to say anything. Honestly, it’s impressive. Three Crawlers, a community leader, and the fucking Governor? That’s insane. He’s also convinced you hooked up with Cross at least once.”

“Do you two have nothing else to talk about?” he asked, shaking his head.

“Sorry, Donovan had to catch me up on a lot of shit that happened while I was out. Again, not giving you shit.”

He had hooked up with Doctor Cross. Three times, actually. She had been... clinical. And inexperienced. Although, dear lord was she a quick learner. During their last encounter, she had fucked him very good, and had said she’d found a book on the subject. Their relationship was... very thin. In truth, it couldn’t even be called that.

She had been clear: she was okay with satisfying urges that she normally ignored, but she didn’t want anything more than that.

One day, he’d seen her in the HQ, not long after he’d gotten out of the hospital, and had just gone for it. She was weird, but in a hot way. She’d been startled by his proposition and said she needed to think about it. Ethan had been pretty sure that was a no, so he hadn’t asked again. And then, a week later, she had arrived at his home and asked if the offer was still good.

“How are you?” Ethan asked, trying to get back on track.

“Well, I get headaches now,” Casten replied, growing more serious, “and I get double vision sometimes. But the doctors assure me that will, if not go away completely, at least lessen considerably before the year is out.” He paused.

Ethan waited. The man seemed to be measuring his words. Finally, he turned and looked directly at Ethan. He realized abruptly that the man looked older, noticeably older. No longer did he look like a man approaching thirty-five, now he looked like a man pushing fifty. He was skinnier, too. Well, he had been in a coma for three months.

“I have vague memories of thanking you during some of the visits after I woke up, but I feel like I never did it properly. So, thank you. From the bottom of my soul, thank you. You saved my life. Unequivocally. You could have left me there. Honestly, you should have, given the circumstances. But you didn’t. I don’t even know how you managed to do it, with the one arm and the missing finger. That is some fucking hero shit, man. So, you ever need anything, any favor, anything, ask. I am in your debt, Ethan.”

“I... am not sure how to respond… beyond… you’re welcome,” he replied after a moment.

Casten laughed. “It’s fine. I wouldn’t know how to respond either. It needed to be said, though. And I said it. You ever want to hang out, let me know. Now, hopefully, without it appearing too rude, I must leave. I’ve got a splitting headache, and my wife very much wants me home.”

“That’s completely fine. Thanks for visiting. And yeah, we should hang out soon.”

Casten offered his hand, and Ethan shook it. Once his fellow Crawler had left, he headed back inside.

“What did he want?” Ethan jumped slightly, then sighed. “Sorry,” Kasumi murmured.

“It’s fine,” he replied. “He wanted to thank me for saving his life.”

“That’s good. How are you feeling today?”

“My shoulder hurts, but otherwise I’m okay.”

Ethan looked at Kasumi for a moment. She seemed different these days. For a long time, he hadn’t been able to put his finger on it, but finally he’d figured it out: she was calm in a way he rarely saw before they’d moved in together.

There was a part of him that had been worried that they might not be as compatible as she had hoped when she had asked to become his wife. But mercifully, that had turned out to be very untrue. Kasumi was fun, flirtatious, and very cuddly when the mood struck her. They said ‘I love you’ to each other as easily as he and Ember did.

His eyes went down briefly to the wedding ring on her finger. She looked down too, then her smile widened, and she twisted it a little on her finger. She took his hand wordlessly and began guiding him back to the kitchen.

Lorna had a chair beside her, and she patted it with a huge grin as they approached. Ethan sat down beside her, and Kasumi settled in his lap. He looked down at Lorna’s left hand. Her own ring glinted in the light as she shifted. They all had rings now. He’d gone out and found them, one by one, until he had all four, and then he’d surprised them one-night last month.

That had been a very memorable night, and a very sleepy following day.

Ethan had also been a little worried about Lorna, although less because of her and more because of her family. But that had also worked out… mostly. They had more or less accepted him as their son-in-law at this point. They seemed happy enough to do so now that he so publicly had the Governor’s ear, but there was still some awkwardness over the fact that he had three other wives.

Lorna was ecstatic, though.

She was still bubbly and happy, and it was easy for her to get giddy when they were hanging out together. He was very glad to see that she had found a good, new life here in Wayport. She had friends, she had a satisfying job, and she had hobbies. They were very deeply in love… and that felt just wonderful.

“Maybe I should take a look at your shoulder,” Kiva said, wiping her hands off and walking over.

Ethan sighed but let her fuss over him. Their relationship was more or less the same, only now she doted on him and worried over him a great deal. She seemed like she needed to reassure herself, more than once, that he was still here and still fine. As she walked over, he saw her shirt shift and fall against her stomach more firmly.

She was showing now, just a little. She had been right about that pregnancy.

While she gently began probing his shoulder and carefully maneuvering his arm around, he looked over at Ember. She had wrapped up her conversation with Sinclair and was looking at him with a knowing smile. She thought it was rather cute.

She, too, was showing now and more noticeably than Kiva.

Their relationship had only strengthened and deepened in the months that had passed. She had been by his side an obsessive amount once he’d gone back into the hospital, not that he minded. Once he’d gotten back home, she had returned to her role as community leader with a vengeance. She had definitely leveraged Ethan’s status with the Governor to allocate more and more resources into the Pit, which had led to its current state.

The more time went on, the more she seemed to really thrive in her job, and he was still sometimes blown away by how different she was from their first meeting. She was passionate and vibrant and kind and fierce. Looking back now, he knew it had all been there in her even then, but she had been so worn down by life.

“Ethan,” Sinclair said, “will you be... available in five days? That’s when I should be, uh, ovulating.”

“Yeah, that should be fine,” he replied after glancing around and getting subtle nods from the others.

“So, what was today then, just some fun?” Ember asked, making Lorna and Kasumi laugh softly.

“I... well…” Sinclair murmured, blushing again.

“I’m sorry, I can’t help but fuck with you sometimes. You’re so serious all the time. It’s just really funny to see this side of you,” Ember said.

“I suppose that’s fair. Well….” She stood up. “I have things I need to do, so I will bid you all farewell for now.” She began to walk out, then hesitated. “Would a kiss be... inappropriate?”

“Considering what you two were just doing, no, I don’t think so,” Kasumi replied.

“I suppose so. I’m still not sure of the... rules.”

“You and Ethan can do whatever you want,” Ember said. “Just don’t try and overstep your authority while you are in this household.”

“Understood. And... thank you… for letting this happen.” She leaned down and kissed Ethan on the mouth. “I’ll see you day after tomorrow.”

“Why?” he asked.

“The Q and A?” she replied, raising an eyebrow.

“Oh, right. Sorry. Brain’s still a little scrambled. I’ll be there.”

“Thank you.”

She headed out.

“Kiva, I think it’s fine,” Ethan said.

“Sorry,” Kiva murmured, putting his arm down finally. “I just... worry.”

“I know, sweetheart, and I appreciate it.”

She headed back over to the stew and stirred it a little, then smelled it. “Okay, this is ready. Which, thank God, I’m starving.”

They ladled out bowls of soup and then took their seats around the table.

Before he started eating, Ethan took another look around the table. At the four smiling, wonderful faces, at the women who shared his home, who he had hopelessly and happily entwined his life with. This was exactly what he had wanted. From the beginning, this was it.

A safe, warm, inviting household. A family.

And that was worth braving the deepest, darkest reaches of the Vast for.

This was going to be his life. These women, the children they had, and the children they might have.

He couldn’t think of a better life.


The End
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This is my PATREON, (www.patreon.com/MistyVixen).

This is my e-mail address: mistyvixen@outlook.com

Thanks for reading!
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