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Thanks

Where to start? Well, this was a slight departure from the norm for me, a totally new realm and mixing sci-fi and fantasy, nanotech and old school so much, not to mention disreputable underhand dealings!

Enough about me and my private life though, I’d better make this quick before anyone catches me! This version of the ‘thanks’ will only ever be heard—provided I remember to change it before the exclusivity period is up—and never read, so you’ll be listening to the wonderous tones of Chris and/or Jessica right about now.

That means I get to be a bastard, and make the most of this by asking Chris to please thank Jessica; for her amazing portrayal of the female cast, and Jessica; please thank Chris for his amazing production of the male cast!

Heh. I like breaking the fourth wall.

Anyway! As is tradition, I’d like the thank my wife and children, for not murdering me or making me sleep in the garden when I ranted and raved about the ‘goddamn character not doing what they’re supposed to’.

You are why I do all of this Chriss, you, Max and Xander. I love you all more than you’ll ever know.

My Beta readers that all helped out on this secret project, thank you guys, my fans that chased and prodded, while not abandoning me for yet another squirrel brained change of direction, and last of all. I need to thank three very special lunatics.

BJ Wood. You’re a hell of a guy and you always help me promote the books, thank you.

Paul Hasletine, or Haselnuts as he’s often referred to. You’re a good man, even for a nutcase marine crayon-eater, and a better friend. Thank you.

Zac Roberts. The aussie nutter. Thank you man, you’re a legend, and you make more of a difference than you know.

I could go on for hours, but then you’d not get to the story! Go on you buggers, stop listening to this, and enjoy the book! THANK YOU ALL!

Love to you all. -Jez 12/12/2022


Prologue

The alarms screamed at me as I twisted, slapping the control panels to either side and cursing as more lights flared to life on the interface around me.

“Hold together… c’mon, sweet baby, hold yourself together!” I begged, right hand dancing as I flicked switches and killed the power to more than half the small fighter. Yanking hard on the control yoke, I diverted power from the weapons and shields in a last-ditch attempt to bring it down in a controlled landing I might actually survive.

Rather than what was looking far more likely, a flaming fireball as the plasma core went nova.

“This is not holding together!” I screamed at the disintegrating ship all around me as the competing G-forces from the misfiring engine and the fucked-up gravity of Kepler-452b combined to rip a wing off, sending me into a flipping and twisting dive.

“I’m not gonna goddamn die, not on a planet that’s not even got a real goddamn name!” I hissed between my teeth, releasing the yoke and clamping my hands on either release pin where they dangled from the battered harness I’d worn for two years now.

I pulled down hard, feeling the left side catch as the right clicked and whirred, the tactile response from the academy telling me that that one, at least, was working.

Which almost certainly meant I was going to die.

“Shitty-goddamn-quality-control!” I cursed, yanking hard three more times on the left before it finally released. The cockpit around me disintegrated as the embedded explosive bolts detonated, tearing the canopy free as the rocket boosters beneath my chair activated, slamming me back hard.

“Shiiiiiiiit!” I wheezed, head pressed into the practically flat foam of the headrest. Thanks to the kick of the propulsion system, my body suddenly seemed a dozen times heavier than it should be.

The ship exploded all around me as I lost even the air I needed to curse, the gravitational forces I’d been protected from by the inertial dampeners now making me wheeze as I rocketed free.

Comms were screaming, the remains of our interdiction flight desperately trying to escape their pursuers as the far more maneuverable elven fighters chased them back upward, swarms of fighters tearing my friends from the sky.

“A full flight!” I hissed in disbelief, staring upwards at the howlers that chased my fellow Paladins back into orbit. “A full goddamn flight!”

I couldn’t believe it. This system was pacified; hell, we were on a final passthrough before it was supposed to be scoured to the bedrock in retribution for Earth!

That any of the elven scum were still here, let alone a full flight?

The details flickered across my HUD, boxes outlining the now-invisible—to the naked eye, at least—ships. A swarm of dots released from two of the howlers, taking down another of my friends in a bright burst of light and terrible heat I could practically feel as my lips formed silent denials, then…

“Ajax, if you don’t answer me, I swear I’m going to share your fucking browsing history!”

The voice, crackling and distant, warbling in and out as atmospheric distortion played its games, was clearly panicked, furious, and utterly disregarding all the rules of engagement.

“Panna?” My heart surged with sudden hope. I’d been hearing her voice since my Paladin fighter had been hit, but had been too busy to respond.

“Panna!” I shouted, fingers dancing inside my gloves as the suit’s RI translated those movements to system commands.

I isolated the frequency, locking in and dismissing the majority of the HUD’s details as a familiar symbol flashed twice, closing on me at horrific speeds, even as a vid-link popped up in my helm.

“Ajax! Oh, thank the ancestors!” Panna practically wept with relief. “I’m incoming on your three; you’ll only get one chance!”

“They’ll strip your right to flight!” I babbled. “You know they will!”

“Fuck them!” she growled. “Fuck the admiralty, sitting in their fucking towers, walking around without a care! We look after our own!”

“I love you,” I whispered, not really sure if I meant it the way we’d been told it used to mean. But no one else would have ever done this for me.

“I’m amazing,” she agreed, her voice distracted, the speed markers for the incoming craft on my HUD dropping suddenly as she tried to brake hard enough she’d be able to collect me without splattering me across the nose.

“Uh… Panna?” My eyes widened as more dots appeared behind her.

“I know!” she snapped. “Incoming howlers.”

“Fuck! You’re too low; they’re closing!”

“I know!” she repeated, panic lacing her voice as she searched for an escape vector. “More ahead!”

I twisted around, the reaction engine below me flaring with power and slowing my descent before allowing me to fall again.

My movements shifted the descent off by a few degrees and made me curse.

I hated these things. We’d all used the simulator as part of the Surviving Nations Alliance conscription program. The SNA made us all train on these useless, shitty recovery craft, even though we damn well knew we’d be better off dying in the explosion with our paladin than to bail out over occupied worlds.

I’d still used the fucker, though, despite knowing what the elves would do to me if they caught me.

I leaned back, the level in my HUD guiding me to keep the rocket steady, the single glimpse I’d gotten of the continent far below making it clear that there was no way I’d survive a fall.

I was more than twenty miles up, still, falling fast with a glorified rocket strapped to my arse, basically burping out its reaction mass every so often to slow my descent.

I’d managed to get a look in the right direction, though, and my suit had linked up to Panna’s Paladin to cross-reference now that she was in range.

A fresh flight of elven howlers were closing from my right, Panna from the left, and another two-thirds of a flight chased her.

No chance.

She had absolutely no chance if they closed on her. Paladins were tough fighters, the best orbital fighters in the war, bar none, but Howlers were designed for in-atmosphere dogfights.

No multipurpose craft was the match of a specifically designed and specialized one. Panna had the thrust profile to escape them, both incoming flights, but only if she stopped decelerating and headed for orbit immediately.

She’d never leave me, though.

We’d been together for nine months, ever since the carrier was hit and the flight deck was sealed away from the rest of the ship. Nine months in the same smoke-filled berths, rebuilding the damaged sections and cobbling together fighters, following blueprints and teaching ourselves to repair generators and launch tubes.

Nine months of fighting the ship as much as the goddamn enemy, day in and day out, our friends being whittled away day by day, by the enemy, the ROT, and tech failures. Misfiring AI units suddenly fired up and screamed that we were traitors, trying to stop us from taking the fight back to the enemy. We desperately replaced AI with RI, lowering the level of practically everything, our sensors, or engines, and weapons.

I remembered the nights spent with her as we frantically tried to distract ourselves from the cold of space, of not knowing if one of the AIs had fooled us, and the ship would be torn into atoms on reemergence from the stream.

I remembered it all, and I swore.

“Panna…”

“Just give me a goddamn minute! RI is running calculations and…”

“You know what it’ll find.” I whispered, the air around me practically silent as I stared at her distant ship, the connection pulling up a visual link now we were close enough, her symbol replaced by her face, the reflected light of a dozen proximity warnings lighting her like the Valkyries of old.

“No, we don’t know…”

“Go home, Panna.” I swallowed hard against the lump in my throat. “Go home and raise a cup.”

“No!” She shook her head then frowned as her system pulsed a warning, my reaction engine suddenly dropping off the grid as I reached down, yanking the kill control.

“Ajax…” Her eyes went wide.

“Go!” I screamed, cutting the connection and rolling sideways, the world orienting around on its axis, bringing the incoming flight of Howlers into my vision as I punched the killswitch down again.

Power resumed, the reaction engine did what it did best and consumed a tiny pellet of fuel, burping the engine and sending me off in a new direction.

The Howlers picked up on me almost instantly, the blue of “uninterested” as I always thought of it, changing to the red of a target lock flaring in my augmented vision.

I locked down the comms from Panna and anyone else, my HUD showing me a few seconds later as she stood her Paladin on its ass and blasted straight for orbit. Then a flashing green light in the corner of my vision let me know she’d sent a recording.

I ignored it. I knew what her tongue was like, both when she was happy and pissed, and I had no time for either.

My fingers quested around the controls for the engine as I clung to it, frantically searching until I found it: the secondary ‘chute, attached to slow the last hundred meters or so before breaking off.

I pressed the release on it, holding tight to it as the entire section came free. Then I triggered the pair function on the engine. Syncing the controls to my visor, I flicked the latches free and leaped off, tumbling away, flipping end over end as I fell.

The world around me was silent, well, apart from the constant beeping of the heart rate monitor, the proximity warnings, the screaming artificial horizon level warning, the…

I ignored it all, trying to slow my breathing before approving the suit to medicate me, while forcing myself to remember the single fucking lesson I’d had on freefall all those years ago.

I stretched out, arms and legs as extended as possible, then cursed, remembering the ‘chute and pulling it in close. I activated the stickpads, pressing them to my chest and making sure they’d bonded to my suit, off-center, but fuck it.

That done, I opened myself out again, synced to the now-distant engine in my HUD, and targeted the nearest marked location the Howlers had come from.

I made that the destination, overrode the safety limiters, and triggered the engine at full power, sending it off like a missile.

As soon as that was done, I severed the connection and shut my suit’s external connections down, then the internals, just in case.

The world went silent, this time far more accurately, the passage of the air outside muted by the suit, and my heart rate dropping on its own as the suit’s final cocktail of drugs took hold.

My panicked breathing slowed measurably, and I stared down, the world below slowly growing.

I fell, onward and onward, staring as I tried to make out any useful details, the remains of the old advance bases, the maintenance areas that were confirmed as long-abandoned, undisturbed for years by anything but the local wildlife.

After colonization had failed on Sigjic-7, both sides had abandoned hardware there rather than wasting the fuel needed to get it up to orbit; maybe there’d be something here, too?

This world had been a research station, one of the few owned by no species, shared as common ground to prevent misunderstandings.

I bared my teeth at that.

Prevent fucking misunderstandings, my arse.

Nobody knew why they’d attacked us, our “allies and friends” stabbing us in the back right when we’d been on the verge of victory. But they’d paid for it, and if I could get back into orbit before the Spirit pulled back, or fucking glassed this planet, I’d make damn sure I added to my kills.

I twisted slightly, desperate to power up my systems and confirm if I’d been ignored or if I was about to be shredded by laser fire, but if I did?

I’d pull their attention like unclaimed booze in the officer’s mess.

No, my best chance was to fall. To fall silent and pretend to be more flotsam from the battle.

I angled slightly, twisting to one side and diving, hoping to cross a chasm that split the land ahead. It’d be a bastard to cross otherwise, and I tried to make sense of the two sets of ruins in the far distance.

One to the north looked heavily overgrown, the local tree analogue having rebelled against its pruning by overrunning the base as soon as it’d been abandoned.

Elves liked the forests and trees, I remembered, not as much as the damn sylph did, but still, would they have encouraged that? Or was the one to the south more likely to house them?

I glanced to the south, exposed glass and steel shining bright and clear. Something had cleared that base from the jungle around it. That could be the automated maintenance facility or the elves.

Fuck, it could be a pirate outpost, for all I knew.

I swore to myself again, blinking away sweat that ran down my shaved scalp, before it could affect the LENs or my eyes. I had to think.

I could pick the one that was full of enemies and no gear, survive the landing—which was far from fucking certain—and die when I ran in the front door. Or, I might find a base that was still fully maintained and operated. Air-conditioned and old-world, pre-fall technology active.

“Might as well hope for a fucking cheeseburger and a blowjob while I’m at it,” I muttered. What was much more likely, if it wasn’t simply filled with the enemy, was that it’d be empty.

There might be a handful of practically drained bots rolling around the perimeter with some crackpot AI that’d try to kill me on arrival. That was the least pessimistic and more likely outcome.

The admiralty had warned us about sites like this and the need to keep us separated from the rest of the ship until full repairs were made, after the nanite purge the AI enacted, but I had shitty choices either way. Risk the ROT or being slaughtered regardless.

No, the elves would never leave a working human outpost free on their world, not just leave it like the south one. I would head north and just fucking hope the bastard sylph weren’t there.

I angled north again, focusing on a stretch of shimmering liquid that reflected the midday sunlight, squinting at the edge and where the forest stopped.

The trees were close to the edge, meaning it was likely water, rather than acid or whatever. I’d heard enough nightmare stories of landing parties, after all, but without the systems online…

I resolved I’d give it a minute, no, thirty seconds. I took one furtive look at how fast the ground was coming up and reevaluated.

Ten seconds.

“Fuck it.” I grunted through gritted teeth, triggering the reboot for my RI and BAT.

The HUD flickered, running through the startup process, blocks flowing across the screen, followed by grids then the system reaching out to confirm…

“Nope!” I snapped, toggling the network shut-down mode, ensuring the suit remained as silent as possible, the system going through the usual fucking time-wasting setup. All I needed was an advert for some fucking protein shake or a way to increase the size of my erections, and my day was going to be complete.

There!

The system activated, running in stealth mode, locked from reaching out to local networks, and the eye of the RI slowly opened in my HUD, confirming it was observing me for guidance, ready to assist.

“Identify: Liquid landing site,” I panted, locking my eyes on the lake and knowing it would cross-reference both my words and vision.

A list of chemicals rolled across the screen, identifying the liquid (water, that was good news), the location (fucking Kepler-452b’s northern “contested” continent), the local designation (Planter’s Dive), then started to work out the temperature and more.

I cut it off, speaking up quickly.

“Identify: Best route to chosen landing site using attached ‘chute.”

There was a brief pause as the system ran an evaluation, then a fucking longer one, the rolling wheel of “working” showing.

“Best guess!” I snapped, angling my arms slightly as I tried to line myself up better.

Unable to advise.

“What the fuck!” I snapped. “Guess!”

Unable to advise.

“WHY!” I roared at it, my heart rate spiking again.

Desired liquid landing zone is outside of possible range by best case: 3.27 miles.

“Fuuuuck!” I screamed, triggering the ‘chute. I’d just fucked up, bigtime. I’d waited too long, and my speed was too high.

I was coming down in the jungle, and that was the best I could hope for now.  

The parachute, the last-ditch emergency landing facility for pilots, technology that was hundreds of years out of date yet included because the bureaucracy still ruled our lives, popped. The guide chute hit my helm and flattened across it, sending me twisting around, blind as the rest deployed.

I was flipped, twisted around and around, the ropes wrapping around my left arm, making me panic as I finally tore the guide free to the ‘chute’s flapping as it unfurled.

I reached out, frantically trying to strip the ropes free, but I was too late.

The canopy bloomed above me, yanking me around by the ropes, stopping my headlong plunge using my left arm to take the brunt of the force.

It snapped.

It snapped in several places, bone suddenly piercing the flight suit, tearing a hole that let in the whistle of the air and a sudden burned flavor on my tongue, even as bile rose in the back of my throat at the break.

It was numb. No pain, not yet, but as I dangled from the ropes that were wrapped around the arm, blood tinging the flight-suit, I knew that couldn’t last. 

The flapping of the chute wasn’t good either.

Instead of being a single solid circle, slowing the descent to an easily managed one… a third of the chute was folded on itself, banging faster than a hooker with a special offer.

I swallowed against the sick lump that filled my mouth, staring upwards. Unable to roll over, I dangled and watched the rangefinder on the HUD rolling down.

1000m…870m…706m…

Something tore past overhead, the sonic boom of its passage arriving only after the horrific turbulence had picked me up and thrown me higher, then sent me falling again, spinning.

My arm… it was free! That registered for a second: against all probability, the turbulence had unraveled me. I clutched it close with my working hand, tucking my legs in and ducking my head, frantically holding on.

Seconds later, the chute opened and jerked me around again. I hung limp again, the lines lifting from my chest to the now fully open chute, arms and legs dangling as the rangefinder clicked over too fast to read the numbers, torn sections in the chute making it drop faster as the tears spread.

“Identify: near miss.” I croaked out, blinking, sinking into shock despite the flight suit already pumping additional drugs into me and closing over the wounds, acting as a tourniquet, bandage, and anesthetic.

The HUD flickered, rolling back and projecting an image before my eyes, blurry, but caught as the ship passed above the chute.

The green and gray teardrop shape was clear, as were the forward-swept wings, plasma cannon, and organic-looking design.

An elven Howler.

Alarms were blaring in my ear, and I ignored them, seeing no point now.

They knew I was here.

Even if I landed, they’d be sending a recovery squad, and the best I could hope for?

A fast end.

I reached up, jerkily tapping the release on the stick pads connecting my chute to my suit, cursing as they stayed connected. I smacked them harder, then slapped at them, determined to end it on my terms.

The chute started to disengage, two of the connectors coming loose.

Then twisted trees flashed past me, the chute caught, and I spun around.

The last thing I saw was the trunk of a tree. It was the size of an old-world skyscraper, and I swung into it at full speed.


Chapter One – Nine Months Ago

I rolled over, head throbbing, sirens blazing and coughed, wincing as the pain flared in my head. I lay on the floor, the shrill scream of ship’s alarms filling the air as I squinted, trying to make sense of the world.

I was on the floor… why the hell was I on the floor?

I pushed myself up to my knees, looking around, my head fuzzy as I tried to make sense of my surroundings. The floor and walls… everything, in fact, was steel.  Massive, thick blast doors were wedged open nearby, a fire-axe jammed into the mechanism, stopping it from closing.

Smoke drifted everywhere, the sirens screaming and the flashing lights of the alerts casting red and yellow everywhere as I pushed myself upright fully, staggering, then catching myself on the wall, feeling cool steel.

As I moved my hand away, a detail caught my eye: the bloody handprint I’d left. I turned my palm over, seeing the smeared, fresh blood, and I checked myself for injury.

I was dressed in a one-piece flight suit with my gloves attached to my belt, connectors for the ship rolled up and stowed in place.

It was gray and black, shiny in places with blood. My lips were sticky, too, the metallic tang reaching my tongue the second I licked my lips to moisten them. My face remained clean-shaven, but sticky trails led from my nose, mouth and ears. I sent a finger roaming across my head, feeling the close-shaved hair, the blood, but no wounds as near as I could tell, beyond the throbbing headache.

“Hey!” A voice shouted.

I twisted around, responding to the shout, only to slip and fall, sliding down the wall as I tried to catch myself.

“Whoa, are you okay?!”

“Huh?” I mumbled, landing on the floor on my ass with a thump, before forcing myself back up, staring at the figure that hurried toward me through the smoke.

“Get yourself together!” she shouted at me, grabbing my shoulder and giving me a shake. “Are you all right?”

“I… I think so?” I responded, confused. “Who?”

“Look, get it together!” She repeated, waving a hand at the smoke. “We need to deal with that!”

“O…okay!” I agreed, head still reeling, images from long ago training videos of the devastation ship-board fires left behind, filling my mind. Fire aboard a ship could be a horrific thing, indeed. If it couldn’t be controlled and dealt with, the ship’s AI would seal the section and vent it, killing anyone close by.

“The ship,” I muttered, shaking my head. I was aboard a ship, probably a carrier and I was a pilot. I was a starship pilot, specialized in the Paladin heavy fighter.

I knew the loadouts, the capabilities. Fuck, I knew its technical readouts like the back of my hand, just like I knew smoke this heavy floating through the air aboard a carrier meant we were in serious shit.

I didn’t know my goddamn name, or hers, but I knew all of that? This… this didn’t make sense. Something was very very wrong, beyond the fire that had to be somewhere up ahead. For our memories to be gone…

I dismissed my concerns in favor of the current immediate needs and glanced back. She stumbled away from me, headed in the direction of the nearest emergency point. I nodded, an action that made my head flare with pain as I set off after her, my steps straightening out as I adjusted to the world again.

I was numb like I’d had a really bad back cramp, or maybe the kind of pins and needles that left your hand useless when you woke up. But it was everywhere, and I pumped my arms, shaking my hands to hurry my body after the woman.

She was dressed as I was, the ship's pilot overalls scuffed and covered in what looked to be her own blood. When she wiped her nose and coughed, it loosened a bloody wad, which she spat onto the deck before sniffing and coughing again as she reached the emergency panel.

She slapped a hand down on the release, getting nothing, before cursing and pressing her palm harder against the reader.

“The bottom!” I grunted, before pushing her aside when she looked at me, confused. “If there’s no power, the manual release is at the bottom!”

Light dawned on her then, as I wedged a fingertip into the bottom of the panel and tugged it forward, slipping it up and free of the brace. That done, I could get more fingers into the exposed section. I pulled it forward, exposing the manual crank handle behind the palm reader.

The fact I’d remembered this existed at all was ridiculous, a five minute section at the academy all those years ago, but damn, I was glad I had.

As soon as we’d pushed the reader aside, I grabbed the handle, cranking it downward hard, five times the handle whirring upwards between each pump, the panel next to us clicking with each pull as it opened a little farther.

On the fifth pump, the panel released with a loud clunk, and the woman next to me yanked it sideways, exposing the cache of emergency gear.

The helmets were the first things we grabbed, pulling them on and connecting them to the neck rings of our suits. A twist to the right, then flick the catch up, then a twist to the left to lock it back in.

The emergency supply in the helmet clicked on instantly, a flood of oxygen-rich air banishing the lingering confusion.

I was on our carrier, or a carrier, at least. It was damaged, the air filled with smoke and the systems were down. Nothing else mattered at this point, not my name, nothing. Deal with the problem before you, then the others.

It was drilled into us over and over at the academy.

Fix what can be fixed, save the ship, then you can save lives.

I turned to my companion, seeing her blinking and letting out a relieved breath as the air got to her as well. I grabbed the body-conforming emergency backpack and turned it around, the shoulder straps extended to her.

She slipped an arm in and turned her back to me, her suit’s connectors mating automatically with it as she let me attach it to her.

I shook it, making sure the connections were stable, then turned as she did the same for me, shrugging the backpack on and feeling the clicks as the connections closed.

The helmet was still booting, flickering readouts identifying contaminants in the air, warnings about comms being down vanishing as I banished them, paring the warnings down to the minimum.

I turned back to my companion, a marker identifying her popping up in my vision.

Panna Gunderson: Paladin Pilot, 2nd Wing

I hesitated, then spoke quickly. “Panna?”

She froze, licking her blood stained lips nervously. “Is that my name?” She asked, desperation lending a quaver to her voice.

“Panna Gunderson.” I replied, nodding. “You’re a Paladin pilot, second wing. Can you see anything for me?”

“Uh…” She frowned, then her eyes widened. “Yes! Ajax, Ajax Drakos, Paladin pilot, first wing.”

“Ajax,” I whispered, a wave of relief flooding me at that. I knew my name, at least, but… “What happened?”

“I don’t know,” she said quickly. “I just woke up, I saw the smoke and…” She broke off, taking a deep breath. “We can deal with that later; remember your training!”

“Deal with the problem before you.” I replied quickly, getting a quirk of her lips through the reinforced bubble helm at that.

“Exactly. There’s six sets here. We’ll grab one each, see if we can find any others.”

“Leave two for other survivors we might miss.” I agreed, reaching into the recessed supply locker. Tugging an extra helmet and backpack free, I held them awkwardly with my left hand as I reached in and grabbed a small emergency kit with the other. “Grab the medical kit.” I ordered her, turning from the locker and glancing up and down the wide corridor.

Smoke drifted steadily down it, cutting off anything more than a handful of meters ahead, and it was getting thicker. We had air now, and the boots we wore had magnetic strips, so if the AI decided to vent the compartment, provided we locked ourselves down, we’d be all right, but others might not be.

“We go left!” I decided, nodding in that direction. One was as good as another until we found anything recognizable.

Panna nodded, grabbing the medical kit and following me as I started to jog, searching the corridors.

The ship would normally have a marker at the end of each corridor, identifying the corridor, the duty stations ahead, and blast doors ready to seal the section off. But when we reached the end, they were open, allowing the smoke to drift through.

The area ahead was a hangar, one of the smaller ones, and dotted with lifeless figures that were either overcome by the smoke, dead, or still unconscious from whatever had hit us.

“There!” I barked, gesturing to the nearest couple of bodies as I set off at a run.

The hangar was a Broadsword one, with space for two of the light, fast fighters. Their launch tubes were open, leading down, and the mechanical arms of the rearming stations dangled dead, missiles and bombs sitting in ranks and spilled across the floor.

Bodies were strewn everywhere, six or seven that I could see, including one that had to be dead. Well, if they weren’t, they’d need a level of medical assistance I certainly couldn’t provide, considering the blood that leaked around the cannon that lay across their back.

I winced, looking closer and seeing the shape of their rib cages, the way that the cannon was half-buried in them… yeah they were well beyond any help, beyond that of a priest.

One of the Broadswords was hanging from supports, badly damaged and in the midst of a repair. The other sat in place, magnetized skids locked to the deck. Bodies were laid where they’d presumably fallen, the smoke in the hangar less of an issue than the corridor, due to the higher ceiling. I slid to a halt next to one of the bodies, ID flashing up as the system queried the bodies’ nanites, getting only her most basic ID.

Pauline Reynolds: Quartermaster, Portside Deck 2

I grunted, rolling her over and wondering why the hell the system was so pared down; her nanites should have been broadcasting a constant stream of data, including her health, rendered down to a numerical value for ease of assessment; her bodily condition; and things like a simple physiological readout, for starters.

Hell, I should have been able to see all of that without the helmet. The shipboard systems should have been guiding me as I went, holographic directions and labels, such as the hangar identity and basic details projected into my vision as I ran.

Instead, I was forced to rely on the bare-bones emergency system in the helmets. If something had knocked the entire nanites system out, as well as the main shipboard AI…

I banished the thoughts as I assessed Pauline, the helmet highlighting details for me as I pulled the emergency connection cable from my left wrist, rolling her head to the side and connecting it to her neck port.

The filaments worked, thank fuck, forming the basic connection and flashing up a menu. The emergency backpack, connected to my kit, approved the connection. Its basic RI, or Restricted Intelligence, decided that the input it was getting, smoke, injured personnel, and more, qualified as an emergency.

As such, the kit activated Pauline’s cyberspace menu for me, granting me limited access to her body.

I flicked past the general things, her mail, her network connection, her shipboard record and more, a half-dozen options, mainly grayed out, and pulled up Physiological Condition.

And I stared in shock.


Chapter Two

Her nanites were dead, those that were even there.  As a healthy woman, maybe mid-thirties, and of average height, reasonably muscular, she should have had several million nanites organized into around a hundred clusters.

She had less than a hundred… a hundred nanites in total.

I stared at the readout in shock, not understanding. I’d never seen anything like this before. Everyone had nanites; even civilians had the basic nanite package of ten thousand, restricted in capacity, and with the upgrade system removed, but still.

How the hell could I remember that and the memories of the academy, and yet, I couldn’t ever remember a detail about me? Not a single image of looking at a mirror, or family, parties, or studying, friends, foes–I just remembered the classes.

As to the nanites.

We got them in school, for fuck’s sake. The first injection was when we started school at five years old! To see an adult without them… how the hell had she interacted with the systems? How did she…

I broke off that train of thought. It wasn’t important, not now. I’d gotten the details I needed; if I ignored the flashing warnings about her nanites, I could still see the physiological breakdown provided by the suit and the interface.

She was down to seventy-six health, injured, some broken bones on the left of her chest, the short ribs, it looked like. But there was no sign of the lungs being punctured, meaning that while she was undoubtedly in pain, she wasn’t in any immediate danger. I dragged her to the side, moving to the nearest office. It belonged to the hangar and sat where they’d normally look over their two ships.

Instead of the clean, well-ordered military office I was used to, it was a shit-tip.

Everything from spare fuel connectors to a gravity inverter was strewn about, boxes ripped and damaged. I hesitated, then kicked the top box over, clearing the lower one. Then I dragged Pauline inside, laying her on her back on the floor, fitting her helmet then the backpack, making sure the connectors were drawing before moving back out.

Panna was on her way, dragging her man along, holding him under the arms, helmet and backpack already connected.

“Dump him in the office.” I said quickly. “Then, if they vent the area, they’ll be safe.”

She nodded, mouth opening then closing sharply as she nodded to the far wall.

“Emergency locker.” She said instead.

I changed direction and ran towards it. The panel was dead, much as the one we’d encountered had been, but again, prying it open and pumping the emergency crank opened it easily.

Less than a minute after reaching it, I was jogging back to Panna, two more emergency helmets and backpacks in hand. I dumped them and ran back, feeling strangely more tired than I should, but dismissing it as the aftereffects of the smoke and whatever had happened.

I was tempted, so tempted, to plug in and check my own system, to pull it up and see my own breakdown, but I resisted. Every minute that passed increased the chances of more deaths.

For all I knew, we were under attack now… I stumbled, cursing as I realized that made a hell of a lot more sense than a random series of bloody fires in the ship!

I gathered two more kits, including a fresh emergency kit and carried them all back to Panna, who was busily sealing up another helmet. The man wearing it was already sitting up, eyelids flickering as she connected his kit.

“What do you think happened?” Panna called.

“We must be under attack!” I gasped to her, dumping the backpacks and helmets on the floor, only keeping the emergency kit as I jerked my head towards the next compartment. “It’s the only thing that makes sense.”

She looked away from her patient. “It makes sense, but do you remember anything?”

“About the war?” I asked, confused.

“Yes. Well, no, I mean before we woke up. I remember the war and who we were fighting, and the rest of it. I just don’t remember me.”

“No, I’m the same.” I hesitated. “Warp doesn’t normally do anything like this. Do you think it’s a weapon? Something that hit the ship?”

“It has to be. Well, that or some kind of seriously bad kit, but regardless, we have to save those we can.”

I gestured to her sharply. “You look after them, get as many up and moving as you can. I’m going to get that fire; if we can put that out, maybe we can save the ship.”

“And if we are under attack?” she asked.

“Then I’ll try to find a working ship and get out there!” I snapped, trying to contain my stress. “If the ship’s dead in space, we might be getting boarded any second, or we might be all that’s left. Fuck it, I don’t know, but what did they teach us?”

“Deal with the problem before you,” she quoted in answer, rising to her feet. “But the academy also taught us we have to…”

I cut her off. “And we’re at war! When the academy taught us, there was peace! You save them, save as many as you can, but if we put the damn fire out, only to be hit with a missile?”

In the split second of Panna’s hesitation, Pauline staggered out of the office, helmet held in her hands as she cast a disoriented glance around the room.

“I’m coming with you.” Panna declared, picking up the first emergency kit as the others she’d put the helmets on started to come round as well.

“I’d rather have a wingman than not!” I replied, shifting to face the quartermaster.

“Pauline!” I shouted, getting nothing. Then I waved at her, getting her attention as she turned, sluggishly, to stare at me. “Get them into their gear!” I ordered her, pointing to the figures that laid here and there, then at the gear I’d dumped.

She nodded slowly, as if still dizzy, but as the seconds passed, her movements became more steady and sure.

“Come on!” Panna set off at a dead run toward the distant doorway, leaving me to chase after.

The next hangar was much the same as the last, but here the twin Broadswords were both secured. One sported a pilot slumped over the controls, cockpit open, while stumbling legs were visible on the far side of the engine compartment.

Panna was already running for the ship, veering towards the cockpit, so I changed direction and headed for the rear, hoping the pilot didn’t come to their senses and trigger the fusion plant, and that the usual security cameras weren’t online.

It’d fit with the rest of the way the day was going, if the security cameras were active, and I survived running around the rear of a fighter's fusion drive only to be court-martialed for terminal bloody stupidity when all of this was over.

I kept running though, not willing to risk the time to go all the way around or crawl under it.

I gritted my teeth, picking up speed as I approached the edge, ignoring the bright red warning that popped up as the emergency RI assessed my direction and saw the fusion plant.

I jumped.

And landed, skidding slightly as I turned to face the stumbling figure, the helmet popping up an identifier for him, even as he lifted a wrench high, ready to defend himself.

Rufus Alderson: Captain, Portside, Deck 2

I lifted the emergency case, ready to deflect the blow, only for the captain to sag slightly in recognition as his gaze took in my gear.

“What happened?” he shouted, breaking off to cough.

“No clue, sir!” I shouted back, before pointing to the far side of the hangar. “Emergency locker is there sir, get your gear on and…”

“It’s jammed!” he interrupted, shaking his head and waving the wrench as if that should prove something. “I came looking for gear!”

“It’s dead, not jammed!” I corrected. “Use the manual override.” I cursed at his blank expression. “Follow me!”

I ran past him, almost knocking him over as I went, the gap between the two fighters filled with the dangling and dead arms of the armament system.

The fusomuscle arms were omnidirectional and freaky-looking when I first saw them, capable of twisting in any direction and lifting several metric tons worth of weight individually. They resembled nothing so much as a metal elephant's trunk when they weren’t in use, hundreds of rings that compressed and expanded, giving them the mobility they needed.

The end of the fusomuscle was tipped with a hexadecimal clamp, like a claw with six talons. They would clamp down, the required digits locking into place, and those that weren’t needed folded back out of the way.

As I ran past them, they hung limp and useless, making my skin crawl. For a split second, I imagined them clamping down on me.

There’d been instances of that in the past, not since the identification system had been encoded into the nanites… making me panic that they’d latch onto me now, if my nanites weren’t functioning properly. I refused to consider what I’d do if all my nanites were dead, like Pauline’s, but it made an awful kind of sense as well.

I made it, though, darting free and racing in front of the second fighter. Jumping across the runners for the launch system, I skidded to a halt. I reached out to the panel, not even bothering to try the biometric input, simply going for the bottom of the panel and levering it free.

The captain staggered across to stand next to me, watching as I freed the panel, then grabbed the manual crank, beginning to work on it.

“Of course,” he growled. “Fuck’s sake, how the hell did I forget that?”

“One lesson,” I called to him, grunting as I finished the cranking, and the locker popped. He yanked it open, immediately pulling his helmet free. I grabbed the emergency backpack. He locked the helmet on, reaching out as we’d all been taught. “One goddamn lesson in the academy for all this kinda shit,” I finished, seating the backpack as he checked his own connections.

“Looks like we damn well need more!” He slapped the connections to test them, then nodded his thanks to me. “What…?”

“No clue what happened. We’re going from hangar to hangar, waking people. Now this one’s yours; get people into their gear! I’m looking for the fire!”

“Damn, okay… carry on!” He nodded, as I launched into a sprint following Panna, the sounds of him barking orders to others carrying from behind me.

Panna and I passed through three more sections before we found the fire, and when we did…

“Seal it!” I barked at her, getting a horrified look as she shook her head. “Seal it now!” I ordered, shoving her aside and slamming my hand down on the emergency panel.

This one, built into the side of the bulkhead between sections, was fully manual. I grabbed the level, pumping it five times before it engaged fully with a clunk.

“We can’t, there might be people alive!” she cried out, staring dumbfounded at the fire in the main hangar.

I ignored her.

The handle stayed locked down and vertical, now that it was primed. I twisted it, ninety degrees to the right, pulled it back, felt the clunk then turned it one hundred and eighty degrees in the other direction.

This time, when it hit the far end, there was a much louder clang as the hydraulics forced the bolts into place. The doors, until now, had been jammed open and letting the fires spread, consuming the ship’s air and mass. As the figures on the level below tried to contain it, the door slammed shut with all the inevitability of the tomb.

“They could have stopped it!” Panna shouted at me, horrified as we moved to the screen nearby.

I pulled my connection free, jacking into it and looking at the screen embedded into the inside of my left wrist.

“That’s a major fire, and the hangar’s systems aren’t working,” I said coldly. “If the systems don’t activate and purge the air, then the fire will spread, and with the doors jammed open?”

I flicked through the options, seeing that the hangars had been locked down from the rest of the ship, and a single message was left for anyone that logged in. It was terse, but explained a hell of a lot as it began to play, a haggard-looking admiral staring into the pickup while the bridge behind him was filled with frantic motion.

People were running back and forth, shattered screens hanging from supports as dimly seen figures battled the fires, their heroism and exhaustion outlined in smoke and flames.

“To anyone who sees this, our ‘allies,’ the Elven Confederation, have betrayed us and attacked. The ship is badly damaged, shields are down, and we’re dead in space. They activated a nanite puppeting system in the hangars, and our ship’s AIs aided them, leaving us no choice but to enact an emergency nanite purge of the affected areas.”

He broke off as a screen behind him exploded in a cascade of sparks, someone falling screaming as the system blew out, others racing to drag them back and away from the spreading flames.

“If you’re in the hangars, we need you to seal it! Seal it all, save as many as you can. But we’re dead in space, comms are down, engines, everything! There’s no help coming, so if you want revenge, it’s down to what we have!”

He leaned in close, grabbing the edge of the screen and snarling in anger as he went on.

“They’re heading for Earth! Unless we can get this ship back into action, they’ll have no warning, no notice. I can’t spare any help for you; we have to save the rest of the ship first. If we’re going to have a chance? A chance to take the fight to them? Then you are it! Fix those hangars, fix your ships, and get ready!”

The message cut off, and I stared at the screen in shock, mouth open as I tried to think of what to say. As I looked up, Panna’s stunned expression told me she’d seen it, too.

“What do we do?” she asked, her tone flat.

The question woke something in me.

“What do we do?” My voice was hard. “We seal the ship, then we find those pointy-eared bastards, and we fucking slaughter them!”

I remembered the alliance, the times I’d flown by the side of the elven Howlers, the way they’d hosted us in their cities, the weird, alien beauty of the elves and the way they’d slid naturally into the role of research and logistics for the alliance.

Their graceful ways, gentle and more refined than humanity—their “brutish cousins”—had meant they struggled with war, supposedly. We didn’t, though.

We’d become the muscle in the war, fighting with the tools they’d helped us to develop. While our losses were high, we were beating the fallen back.

We were taking the fight to them, using their own tactics against them, sacrificing and fighting dirty… and, until now, we’d been winning.

Now the elves had revealed themselves. I straightened, glaring around, and blew out a long breath.

“Get to the starboard side.” I ordered Panna, disconnecting my jack from the system. “I’ll use the central spine, get to the far side of the hangars, and see if I can seal those doors. Then, I’ll lead people out onto the hull. We can vent the atmosphere and kill the fires.”

“I get it, I’ll go and start getting people on their feet.”

“Good, most of them should be all right, if it's this nanite purge that knocked them all out. We came round quicker, but…”

“Where we were,” she explained, nodding toward the sealed doors. “We were in a section that was filled with smoke, enough to make us uncomfortable, not enough to knock us out. It probably brought us around faster than most. Those in there?” She glanced towards the glass viewing panel.

“They’ll have felt the heat and been roused by it. Makes sense,” I agreed. “Okay, I’m heading for the spine.” I reached out, not sure why, and grabbed her shoulder, giving it a squeeze and shaking her gently. “Look after yourself. We’re going to need all the pilots we can get, and take this!” I grunted, giving her my emergency kit.

I wouldn’t be able to carry it where I was going.

“And you.” She replied gruffly, nodding and hiding the tears under a layer of anger.

We split, me heading back to the hangar, her taking a crossing corridor. I refused to dwell on the missing memories, knowing she’d be feeling the same.

“Deal with the problem before you,” I growled to myself, determined to make it my mantra, regardless of if it had been before or not.

I set off jogging back to the hangar, the sluggish feeling, the sense that my body should be faster, stronger, and healthier, now making total sense.

Without the nanites, who the hell were we?


Chapter Three

The hangar was a hive of activity as more and more people came round, the surrounding offices, supply rooms, and berths being searched and the living roused.

The dead were set aside, the pain of finding them buried under a mounting tide of fury as word spread. Others had logged into the network, and I waved the shouted questions off as I raced across the deck, searching for the panel that my academy memories said should be in here somewhere.

“Fuck’s sake!” I snarled, unable to find it, before spotting Pauline. “Quartermaster!” I pointed at her as the man next to her turned. He nudged her and waved to me.

With a fierce frown, she set the medical kit down and jogged over.

“What’s up pilot?”

“You saw the message from the admiralty?” I asked brusquely.

“Aye, I don’t know…”

“I don’t care.” I snapped, cutting her off. “The main Paladin hangars are ablaze, people are battling the flames, but the doors haven’t sealed.”

“The smoke!” She gasped.

“I’ve manually sealed the main blast doors from the next section down, now I need to get to the far side.”

“The spine,” she replied, nodding thoughtfully. “Use the spine; it's tight, but…”

“But where the hell is it?” I asked her desperately. “I’ve ran around the fucking hangar twice and…”

“Ah shit!” she groaned. “With me.” She jerked her head, leading me off to the side, arcing around the back of the hanging Broadsword and pointed to a stack of containers. “There,” she growled. “Some idiot covered it!”

“Maybe some saboteur.” Nobody with any sense would block the emergency access to the spine.

It ran the length of the lower hull of the carrier, a one-meter-wide hexagonal pipe, heavily armored and with secondary relays for the entire ship running along the outside.

It was both an emergency access route for the ship and the only way to ensure that signals were carried without fail from one side to the other.

I ran across, followed by Pauline, and we grabbed the containers, finding them too heavy to move easily.

“What the hell’s in these?” She yanked a connection free and plugged it into the box’s port. Then she froze for a second. “Engine parts!” She turned and shouted to the rest of the room. “Some idiot dumped engine parts in front of the Spine access! I need help, and I need it fucking yesterday. Move it!”

Three of the nearest people dropped what they were doing and ran over. We all took a grip, not having the time to get a ‘bot and march it over to move it. Instead we heaved, moving the box a few inches, then again, three more tugs and we all shifted around so that we could brace better, and one more heave…

It was clear.

The access to the spine was a small hatch, manually cranking the panel opened it. Then I was in, climbing the rungs behind the wall as fast as I could, Pauline detailing two of the others to help while following along right behind me.

The four of us climbed in silence, apart from the occasional swearing which got steadily more expressive whenever she encountered a section that was even more of a mess, sparking connections, burned wires, smoke drifting out of supposedly sealed connections… all of it.

“What the hell happened here?” She shouted as we passed a section of burned relays.

I went on, calling down. “Doesn’t matter! If the hangars go up, so do the ammo caches, then it’s no more ship, so move it!”

The access at the top of the ladder was another manual one, making me swear at the fact that nothing seemed to be working. But a minute later, I was inside, the hatch having opened onto a smoky hell of crackling connections and flashing light.

I clambered into the spine, staring around in horror at the mass of dead connections, seeing damn well why nothing worked now.

Pauline cursed behind me at the state of the place. She immediately started shouting orders, sending the lowest man on the ladder back down for help and parts and ordering the next in line to follow me.

I understood her frustration. I understood completely.

With the spine down, we had to hope the upper ship was in better condition, because there was no chance we were going to be running anything if it wasn’t.

The bridge, secondary bridge, and the CIC, or Combat Information Center, were located in the upper two-thirds of the ship. With the spine damaged, and us being segregated due to the nanite purge…

Well, we might be stuck in this section for a while.

My mind spun, chasing its own tail as I considered the nanites, wondering if they were the reason we’d lost our memories. If the nanite purge had been in our areas, and we’d lost them all due to the attack, that could make sense, but…

If the message was old, and the rest of the crew were injured or dead, there was no way we were controlling anything without a spacewalk.

The spacesuits all required nanite interfaces.

I swore, even as I hurried, hunched over along the spine.

The hatches leading down were spaced every fifty meters, leading to the various sections below. But I needed to pass the Paladin section entirely, so I started counting.

Six sections, or three hundred meters, should do it for the main Paladin hangar, I decided, shielding my face as a relay blew. Its sparks showered across the section ahead.

I passed under it, ducking even lower as more sparks cascaded free. The man behind me shouted something about “sealing it off.”

I waved to him generally, spotting the hatch, and hobbled to it, performing the same goddamn ritual of pumping levers to release it, then cursing and leaning back as the flames of the section below roared.

The sudden influx of air from the spine caused them to surge higher, then fall back. I gritted my teeth, staring down.

This section of the spine opened into the far side of one of the central hangars. Much bigger than the tiny Broadsword sections, the Paladin areas were meant to service hundreds at a time. The hangar lay below me, a ladder leading down an open wall this time.

The hangar, though? It was lost.

The section, one I struggled to identify from this angle, was a mess of flames with a crashed fighter in the middle leaking fluid that fed those flames.

I grabbed the hatch and dragged it closed, ignoring the shouts of the men and women battling the flames and calling for help in the distance.

The hatch clanged shut, and I twisted the handle, locking the bolts into place, before hurrying on again. The next section, another goddamn fifty meters ahead, was much quieter when I opened it, the flames and shouts from the section behind having not spread yet. I let out a relieved breath.

I swung out, grabbing the ladder, tugging the spine hatch closed, and locking it before continuing down, forcing myself not to look at how far the damn floor was from where I was.

When I finally got there, I raced to the next section, heading farther away from the flames and checking it over.

It was intact, or at least the sections I could see were. Turning heel and heading back, I grabbed a fresh emergency kit from the nearest locker as I passed it, pleased to see that someone else had managed to open one.

The section I was in was filled with drifting smoke, but beyond that, it was intact. I frowned as I considered that, running across the floor and dodging a tub of spilled components that must have been dropped when the maintenance techs went down.

I passed a Paladin, fully armed and fueled, judging from the flashing containment marker on the side, and I slowed.

They were things of terrible beauty. Where the elven Howlers resembled something closer to a horseshoe crab, all sweeping organic lines like they’d been grown, rather than built, the Paladins were something else.

The closest Earth had come to their design were the old ASF-14 Super Tomcat designs, the wings swept back and the massive arsenal modified in favor of a simpler dual-railgun design, upgraded to include five mounting points for mission armaments.

The Paladin could swap out munitions to act as a deep strike bomber, a planetary suppression system, or a deep-space fighter. Like any platform developed to be everything, there were those who swore that another, more specialized design was better. Hence the Broadswords were developed, lighter, faster and more maneuverable for starship-to-starship dogfighting.

I’d fallen in love with the design when I was in the academy, and seeing the first ones coming off the rails, learning that I’d be one of the chosen few?

One who could pilot the massive, insanely powerful craft and literally bring about peace through insanely superior firepower?

It’d changed my life, and even now, seeing the massive machine parked there, a shiver ran through me.

“Later…” I promised it, and myself, before picking up speed again. The next compartment was small, a crossing corridor that led to the starboard side. As I continued straight ahead, the smoke got far worse. The blast doors were open, hell, they weren’t just open, they were jammed to stay that way, a multi-tool rammed into the corner of the door.

I grabbed it and yanked it free, snarling under my breath as I did, promising I’d gut the stupid fucker who had done this.

As soon as the tool was out of the way, the door shivered, servos attempting to close. But it stayed open, making me hiss in annoyance, rushing to the manual override.

I was priming the hydraulics when shouts from behind me finally broke through my focus, and I turned, just in time to meet a pipe coming the other way.

It slammed into my stomach, doubling me over, my flight-suit doing absolutely fuck all to protect me. I wheezed and doubled over, dropping to the floor and gagging. My last meal stained the inside of my helmet as someone screamed something down at me then kicked me in the side.

I rolled over, stomach juices splashing across my face and into my eyes as my damn fishbowl of a helmet spread it all around liberally.

I swore, blinded, in pain, and literally reeling, and forced myself to crack the seal on my helmet.

My hands scrabbled at the connections, twisting the helmet free. The ring released as smoke rolled in, making me cough and shake as I frantically tried to clear my eyes and helmet.

“…traitorous fuck!” Someone was screaming at me, and a blurry figure suddenly loomed large in my watery vision before a boot kicked me, sending me crashing onto my side, helmet bouncing free.

“Stop…” I wheezed, coughing and confused.

“They’ll kill us all, you idiot!” The voice continued. A hand clamped down on my ankle, and I was being dragged sideways across the floor. I reached out, searching for my helmet, and my hand closed on something, something hard.

I blinked, then focused on the multi-tool I still gripped, anger roaring up to replace shock as I twisted and swung down at the hand holding me.

It hit the wrist. The blade had retracted, unfortunately, and the wedge head extended. It was still a solid hit, though, and he cried out, releasing me.

I rolled, coming to my feet and coughing, squinting through the smoke and the still-stinging vomit on my goddamn face, to see the figure cradling what had to be a broken wrist.

He snarled something, then turned, shouting for help, before turning back to me, giving me my first clear look at him.

“Saboteur,” he called.

My eyes widened in shock, the accusation making no sense. But, as three others ran towards me, he pointed awkwardly at me, holding his cradled arm up as proof, then backed away as the three closed in.

“I’m no fucking sab…”

That was as far as I got before the first man, a veritable bull in human form, ducked his head and hit me in the stomach, lifting me into the air.

I cried out, his shoulder impacting me in the already tender stomach and side. Then I was flying as he ran, ramming me into the edge of the door.

Bones gave way, at least two ribs, probably more, and I almost lost my grip on the tool. The man who’d driven me into the wall released me, straightening up, then punched me in the face, hard.

My nose shattered, then an echo of pain rocketed through me from the second impact of the edge of the door. My head bounced back, ringing with the shouts of the others.

“Don’t kill him!” one voice called, and I felt a second of hope.

“I want a go!”


Chapter Four

“Fucking elf lover!” Another voice cried out. A fresh blow landed, my head snapping sideways, and the world reeling. I lifted the tool, swung it blindly, and it was caught and ripped from my hand.

I staggered and fell, going to my hands and knees. A kick to the side of the face sent me sprawling, then more, fists and feet lashing out as I curled up into a ball, trying to block them.

I couldn’t though, the emergency backpack…

I rolled before I realized what I was doing, bringing the emergency backpack around and feeling the foot slam into its impact-resistant surface. A howl rang out, and my brain muzzily pointed out that, clearly, he’d not been wearing regulation footwear with its steel toecaps.

Hands reached for me, yanking and pulling, trying to get me onto my back, where I’d be defenseless. But the seconds of reprieve had been enough for a fresh memory to emerge.

A long-ago emergency class, simulating being stuck on a desert planet. The day had been bad, but during the night, the cold was murderous. One of my companions, in a fit of fucking stupidity, had connected his emergency sealing tool, literally a small stick with a plasma emitter on the end, to his oxygen supply, thinking to create a flame to warm us all.

He'd certainly managed that, for about one-point-three seconds, as we all screamed and leaped free. His backpack had a faulty regulator, the board of inquiry ruled later, and that had added to the detonation, converting several meters of icy, cold sand into cherry-red glass.

I just had to hope mine didn’t have any regulator issues, because it was them or me.

I let them roll me over as I yanked the emitter free, clicking it on, and jammed the O2 nozzle against the side of it.

The resultant flash lasted perhaps half a second before the regulator cut in, killing both the power to my emitter and the feed to the nozzle, but it was enough.

The jet of plasma that flashed out washed over the nearest man, setting light to his clothes and literally turning the oil and crap-coated overalls into a torch.

He staggered backwards, screaming, flailing at the air, while his two friends backed away, covering their eyes.

I forced myself to my feet, seeing the emergency kit nearby, and hobbled to it. Hitting the catch and yanking the box open, my searching gaze frantically roamed across the interior until I spotted something I could use.

I was trying not to breathe, the air noxious with fumes and heat, but I couldn’t last long, there was just no way. I needed my helmet, and I needed to seal that fucking door.

I grabbed the sealant spray, a small gun we were warned repeatedly in training was NOT to be fucked with. Not because it was dangerous, unless you were an idiot, but because the shit inside was insanely expensive to produce.

Twisting around, I pointed it at the nearest figure as he ran forward, firing a short burst of the sealant at his helmet. It was liquid as it left the barrel, hissing in the air as the chemical reaction began, then splashing across the front like tar.

Whatever it hit, it stuck to, and it spread. In less than a second, the entire front of his helmet was covered, the spatter pattern solidifying and blocking his view entirely. I leaned sideways, hissing in pain as he raced blindly past me and into the wall.

His friend covered his helmet, seeing what I was doing, and dodged sideways. That was fine. I sprayed him as well, the micro meteorite sealant spray bonding his arms together and to his helmet.

I forced myself to crawl a meter, then two, reaching out and grabbing the filthy, vomit-filled helmet. Then I shook it, getting as much out as I could before dragging it back on and locking it.

As soon as the seal was good, the air started pumping, and I coughed and hacked, doubled over, trying to keep my eyes open as I searched for any other threats.

I saw nothing, nothing that was an immediate threat just to me, anyway.

The flames were still spreading, figures running panicked back and forth, sprays being used where they could, but… I spotted something I’d not noticed before. Two technicians stood on the far side of the day, desperately trying to free a locked launch tube, clearly trying to open the ship to space.

It was the right thing to do, but I had no clue if they knew this door near me, that was out of their line of sight, was open. They might be trying to open the ship to vacuum to vent the air and kill the fire… or to kill the remaining crew. I just didn’t know.

I blinked, reflecting on the fact that not being able to wipe my face when wearing the helmet was really shitty. Then I stooped, gasping in pain as my broken ribs screamed at me, and I picked up a fresh multi-tool from the emergency case.

I twisted its base, feeling the shiver that ran through it as it slid to the second of three primary configurations. One of the pair of men before me had his hands stuck to his helm, staring at me through gaps in horror. The other had to turn sideways just to be able to see out of the uncovered portions of his helmet.

They saw the fire-axe configuration and the way I was holding it, and decided they needed help, both backing away and running in the other direction.

They passed their friend, still rolling on the floor, burning, and kept going. I grimaced, looking down at the fucker who had been kicking my ass, and who was now screaming in pain… but I turned my back on him.

My options were down to putting his flames out, using the tiny suppressant spray in the kit, or leaving him. If I put the flames out, I’d have to do something, either to help him medically or to restrain him, and given that my options were down to the multi-tool…

I looked at the fire-axe, then tossed it aside as I ran back to the door. I finished priming it, then triggered the emergency close, the hydraulics firing and closing the door with a deep clang that reverberated through the deck nearby.

“Right…” I whispered to myself, wincing in pain as I turned around to look over the entire hangar.

It was one of four main hangars for the Paladins, two on either side of the ship, each capable of servicing twenty ships at a time. The other one I’d climbed down in had been fine, a mess, and missing most of the fighters that should have been there, but intact and sealed.

Equally importantly, it’d not been on fucking fire.

This one was some two hundred meters long by sixty deep, with the live fighters that were in position, damaged, and ablaze.

The fighters were a little under fifteen meters wide each, and being a warship they were aboard, space was at a premium.

Each fighter was set in place atop rails, ready to be shot out of that fighter's individual launch tube. They were separated by a one-and-a-half-meter walkway that ran between the wings and the next fighter, with the live fighters locked into the launch rails and the held fighters being literally that.

They were held on the next floor up, ready to be lowered through a retractable ceiling into place for launch. The fighters could be shunted forward on the railings and held in the launch tube to give additional space to a fighter that needed heavy repairs. But the entire system was designed to make the most of highly limited space.

The fusomuscle arms that hung from the ceiling on their own rails were enormously strong and could manipulate things with insane dexterity, allowing the operator to feel the target as they worked.

Now, though, they hung dead, draped across shattered piles of equipment or laid in pools of flames. Fighters were missing, ablaze or looking like they’d been hit by the hammer of the gods, crumpled and shattered.

A dozen or more people ran here and there, dragging bodies clear of the danger areas handful were working on two launch tubes, and I hissed, seeing the flashing emergency lock had been engaged on them.

That meant the ship believed there was a second fighter IN the tube, hence the lock on this side wouldn’t open, as there was a fighter here as well.

I scanned the various launch tubes, seeing that they all flashed with the same signal. I swore, guessing this was more of the AI’s work.

The manual overrides on these were more complicated, I guessed, considering the technicians working on them, and that I had only a vague memory from the academy. But as I looked, I saw a solution.

It wasn’t a solution that a technician would come up with.

It was a uniquely pilot-flavored solution. I winced, knowing that it was both going to suck, and it would make sure I had no goddamn friends in this bay, that was for sure.

It was the best solution I could see, though. It’d put the flames out, and while, yeah, it’d mean the bay would need to be repressurized and repaired before it could be used…

It would put the flames out, so it was a win, right?

I limped across the deck to the nearest Paladin, checking it and moving on.

The railguns were attached and good, but unloaded.

The next was the same. The third, yeah, that was fucked. Paladins four to six were kinda fucked, but seven…

It was intact. It was armed, and… it was on fire.

It said a lot that the Paladin being on fire was a minor detail compared to the state the others were in, but for a machine designed to soar through the depths of space, to engage in space, atmospheric, and even warp combat?

It was a minor issue, provided the flames stayed on the outside.

I staggered close and activated the ladder with a jab of a finger into the correct recess, the fighter canopy separating along an almost invisible line, the entire lower canopy cracking open and lowering… into the flames.

I hissed as I realized just how much this was going to suck, then waved to the techs that were staring at me in shock.

“Clear the deck!” I ordered, waving at them. “Clear the fucking deck!”

I took a deep breath, ready for what was to come, then staggered three steps into the burning mess, the liquid the flames were happily dancing across splashing and attaching to my already-fucked flight suit.

I threw myself into the seat, smacking the emergency close, and almost passed out as a fragment of bone, disturbed by the movement, chose that as the perfect time to jab into my lung.

The cockpit whirred steadily, lifting back into the air and sliding into the bottom of the canopy, locks engaging as blasting out fresh stored air from the tanks as I tried to breathe through the pain.

I still wore my helmet, the emergency backpack making the seat goddamn uncomfortable, but I didn’t need to be comfy.

I pulled the connector from my suit, plugging into the Paladin and seeing the warnings that flashed across the HUD of my helmet.

I swiped most of them aside, pausing only long enough to enact an emergency purge of the cockpit, the smoldering remnants of my clothing rippling as the cockpit had all air ripped from it.

I beat at the flames as they died, then sagged, staring at the figures ahead as the technicians waved at me, telling me to get out of the ship and not do what they had to think I was about to do.

I flicked the emergency overrides, confirming my pilot’s ID then the command override as more warnings flashed up. There were a lot of them; most systems really didn’t want you to open fire inside the hangar, after all, but…

The railguns changed from red to green in my vision, the coils powering up. I selected single shot, conventional, and non-explosive.

The ammunition clicked as the correct version was loaded, and the targeting reticule popped up.

Normally it’d be linked to my HUD, following my eyes and tracking the target perfectly, but the best I could manage with a ship's emergency helmet was to target the far bulkhead.

I hesitated, gritting my teeth and knowing this would probably get me a court-martial… if any of us lived.

If and if…

Technicians were sprinting out of the way now, clearing the main hangar in favor of the side offices, grabbing the bodies of those overcome or dead as one of their number clambered, with help, into an external tech mech.

I waited, watching him, until the helm lit, the look on the face of a young woman with bright green hair telling me all I needed to know about her opinion of what I was about to do.

I waited, lifting a hand where she should be able to see it, and giving her a thumbs-up.

There was a long pause as she stared angrily at me, before twisting and looking around, shouting something that sent their helpers running. Then she lifted her arms and gave me the finger.

Fuck it, close enough.

I focused, tasting blood as my breathing grew even more labored, and I pulled the trigger, once.

I’d always wondered what would happen if someone fired in a hangar. Much like standing on the edge of a cliff and thinking about jumping off or pushing someone else, it was in the back of my mind, but I never thought I’d actually do it.

The effect was both more impressive and less than I’d hoped.

The ship shivered slightly; the single shot from either railgun tore across the hangar and punched through the wall without fanfare, two small holes appearing for a split second.

They were supposed to land at the same point, but as close as the far wall was, at least in comparison to most targets in space, and the lack of a proper targeting interface, meant they landed about two inches apart.

They punched a hole that was maybe an inch across each in the hull, passing through multiple layers then out into space.

There was a moment’s hesitation and I wondered if it’d worked… then the section between the hits buckled. Along with the rest of the panel, it suddenly ripped backward and out into space as the vacuum tore at the hangar.

The tech in the mech started moving, the mag-boots on and locking it down with solid stomping thuds as it crossed the hangar.

The flames seemed to leap into the air, along with a shitload of general crap “falling” toward the steadily growing gap.

Most of the general detritus, the bigger bits, anyway, barely moved, sliding slowly across the floor or pouring in the case of the liquids.

The little bits, general rubbish and smashed components that were small enough, were sucked out. But, most importantly, so was all the air.

By the time the tech had made it to the far side, collected an emergency panel, and stomped to the hole, all the smoke and almost all of the fires were out.

I laid there, gasping, trying to breathe as carefully as I could, the pain growing in my chest with every breath as the world swam before me.

By the time she’d pinned the panel across the breach and started deploying the same kind of liquid patch to the edges I’d used against the assholes earlier?

The world was going dim, and I slowly slid sideways, passing out as multiple warnings blared incessantly from my monitor programs.

Before the world went black, the last thing I saw was a dim figure overhead, staring through the canopy at me.


Chapter Five

I came to slowly, aching everywhere, my head hammering like the worst hangover I’d ever had, my arms and legs throbbing. Every breath was pain-filled, and when I tried to swallow…

There was something in my mouth, and I coughed, then tried to vomit as I grabbed at it, feeling the tubing some fucker had put in.

I yanked on it desperately, the scratchiness and pressure horrible as my gorge rose. Steeling myself, I twisted, yanking the tubing free and coughing, then vomiting as the pipe tickled the back of my throat and triggered my gag reflex again.

As I convulsed, coughing and spitting, shouts started up somewhere out of sight. I threw up over the side of the bed, blinking and trying to make sense of the room.

I was in the sickbay, usually a sterile section of the ship. Now it was marred with sooty handprints, the smell of burned flesh and blood, smoke, and yeah, my vomit had added to the general mélange filling the air.

I could only cough weakly as strong hands gripped my shoulders, holding me in place as I whimpered, stringy drool and black blood dangling from my lips.

“Here.” A voice said, pressing a cloth to my face. I grabbed it, dragging it across my lips and chin, wheezing as the figure rolled me back, a practiced thumb peeling my eye back and shining a light in.

“Wha…?!” I mumbled, flailing weakly at the hand, only to have my hand batted aside.

“Stop!” They ordered, taking the light back and glaring down at me. “You’ve a concussion, your lung has been fixed as best we can, and your ribs bound. You’ve also got a hell of a lot of bruising, and some of it was clearly done by fists and feet. You’ll be getting interviewed by security as soon as you’re well enough, and not just for firing a railgun aboard the ship.”

I winced, then coughed as the figure moved back, and my eyes could finally focus on them past the glaring lights and more.

The doctor was young, most of the crew aboard the warships were, maybe twenty-four or twenty-five, tall, and blonde. The scar that ran from her hairline to chin tilted the corner of her mouth down. The wound sported telltale pinches in the skin that marked stitches hastily put in, and the different tone of our cheap bandage replacement, synth-skin, over it.

She caught the direction of my stare and grunted. “Believe me, I look better than the fucker who tried to kill the team.”

“Saboteur?” I croaked, then coughed before repeating myself, louder.

“Yeah. He walked in and started stabbing the medical teams, looked like he wasn’t happy about it, but believe me, neither were we.” She scrubbed her hands in the tiny sink. “That what happened to you? One of them?”

“The blast doors to the hangar were jammed open.” I explained. “In a fire, you seal the hangar or section away, then vent it, if it can’t be handled. The entire hangar was on fire, but people were still trying to fight it.”

“And the bruises?” A second voice asked, moving in from my left and making me flinch as I saw the navy blue of the Shipboard Security Force, or SSF.

“Uh… I tried to close the blast doors. Someone had wedged a multi-tool in it. I pulled it free and started priming the manual release, then they hit me with a pipe.”

“You get a good look at them?”

“Yessir.” I nodded, wincing as it felt like my head was going to fall off.

“You feel up to looking at the headshots?”

I nodded again, more slowly. “You believe me?” I asked, stunned at the ease of his acceptance.

“You’ve been unconscious for two days. I’ve reviewed the recordings of the hangar, as has the Admiralty. Someone erased sections of it and removed the ID from the system. So, if you can identify them, it’d help.” He lifted a pad where I could see it.

“Sure…” I agreed, biting my lip. “Two days, though? What happened…”

“Earth was carpet-bombed,” he said coldly. “Severe loss of life, and the atmosphere is fucked. They’re working on saving whoever they can, but we’ve been assigned to the fleet to get some payback. The fallen were practically wiped out, apparently, and have sued for peace.”

I froze, the thought of Earth burned, reduced to a blackened crater… I remembered blue skies, green grass, and more, but again, it seemed off, like I was remembering a movie, not something real. I blinked as his last words ran through my mind again.

“What? Surely after that, we’re not going to…”

“Fuck no,” he growled. “We’re going to wipe the fucking elves out first, though. They’re screaming to their allies that we attacked them for no reason, trying to get help when we didn’t just roll over. So, we’re going to wipe them out before they can get reinforced, teach them that nobody fucks with humanity. Then we’ll go after the fallen and finish the job.”

“Earth,” I whispered, my mind pulling up vague memories at desperate speed. Was I from Earth? I didn’t know. “Where did they hit? Did…” I started to ask, only to cut myself off as I realized I had no clue about anywhere to ask about.

“They hammered the planet. The records are in the database, but right now? I need your help. There’s saboteurs aboard. You ready?”

“Shit, yes.” I pushed myself up a bit more, grimacing at the stench of vomit as well as the wetness on my shoulder and arm. “Uh…”

“You can get clean after,” he said firmly, handing me a pad. “These are the people in the hangar that we’ve confirmed so far.”

I took it, and started scanning, flipping from face to face, ignoring the details beyond that, as faces I’d vaguely seen in there came and went.

“This one.” I said after a few minutes of moving back and forth. “This one was one of the ones I fought; I sprayed him with micro-meteorite patching.”

“We found it on his clothing,” he agreed. “Was he the one who started it?”

“No, no, that was someone else, he’s not here. He told them I was a saboteur, and they attacked me.”

“Dammit.”

“What?”

“That matches his testimony as well. He admitted he attacked you; hell, he came to me.”

“What?”

“He came to me, admitted he attacked you, said he was told you were a saboteur and you attacked one of the other pilots. He stepped in to defend the ship, but doesn’t know who the other man was.”

“There were three others, I got two of them with the spray.”

“The second man died. Crack in his helmet, asphyxiated when the chamber was evacuated to vacuum, and…”

“Shit… I, I mean… it was my fault, I…”

“You blew a hole in the hull using a Paladin’s railguns?” He asked sardonically, the edge of his mouth lifting in a brief jerk. “Yeah, I’d stay out of that hangar for a while. The techs aren’t happy with you, but the admiralty declared it as instrumental in saving the ship. You’ll probably be the first pilot to shoot his own carrier and get a medal rather than spaced, but hey.” He shrugged, then sighed as he scanned my expression.

“Look kid, you stopped the ship being lost. The ammunition stores were being cooked, regardless of the state of the hangar. The loss of all the Paladins would have been a small cost to stop the fire. You know the regs; if the fire can’t be contained, you evacuate the compartment to space. If people die? It's shit. It really is, and nobody wants that to happen. But if it's one or three or ten lives, compared to losing the ship? It’s not a choice. Nobody blames you.”

“Ten?” I choked out, horrified.

“Ah, no. Sorry,” he corrected. “That was an example. One death, one vacuum-damaged, one burned, needed a synth-skin graft.

“First one will be fine. She’ll be up and fighting in about a week. Her lungs are injured, but we can fix it.” The doctor added in quickly. “The burn victim, well, that was you again, I hear, but he’s in a pod now, three more days for the skin grafts to take.

“So yeah, one died, and that’s a terrible waste. But, from what I could see of the recording, the three of them attacked you after you were named as a saboteur. You happy to corroborate that?”

“Yeah, he shouted that, and they just went for me…” I agreed quickly.

“And before that, what were they doing?”

“Uh… fighting the fire, I think…? I… I don’t remember much, I mean, nothing, literally nothing from…”

“Nobody does.” He cut me off. “Nobody remembers anything. We’ve all accessed our records, and the muscle memory is there, as well as some technical memories, like trade school or the academy. Everything else is gone. So, the saboteur… I’m going to need you to look through the crew roster. You feel up to it?”

“I guess?” I agreed, shifting uncomfortably, then opening my mouth as I looked down at the vomit again.

“I know you’d rather be clean, have a shower, and hell, real food and so on, instead of that pink muck.” He indicated the automated feeder and the pink jello-like crap that held “all the body needed.”

“But, you’ve been out for two days, and you’re the only one who saw his face clearly. I need to find him, and find him before he does any more damage.”

“Sure,” I settled myself more comfortably.

“Anything you can tell me, so we can narrow it down? The ship’s complement is four thousand and seventy-three, after all…”

“Ummm, male? About six-two? Strong enough to drag me across the floor, even without nanites.”

“We think they still had the nanites.” He replied gruffly. “Two men were picked off the hull by automated defenses.”

“So they’d need the nanites to interface with the spacesuits,” I supplied, nodding. “Okay then, ah, dark hair, and…” The image came back to me, plain as day in my mind’s eye. “A tan… he had a tan.”

“A tan?”

“Yeah, dark hair and a tan, like he’d been on the beach for a while.”

“This the guy?” He asked, flipping the screen around. The happy smile on the face of my attacker made me freeze.

“Yeah,” I said slowly, the contrast between the bared teeth and hatred, the determination in his eyes and horror that I remembered in the brief glare.

“Francis Walker. Tech from Eunice’s World, joined the ship six months back. He was supposedly a skilled nanite coder, worked closely with the AIs. Fuck.” The security guy said under his breath. “Well done kid, you’re sure it was him, yeah?”

“Yeah.” I said firmly. “I won’t forget that face.”

“Good.”

That was it; he was on comms already, headed for the door.

“What do I do now?” I called.

The doctor responded instead. “Now, we get you into a shower and clean your bed down. You’ll spend the night here and be released to your flight tomorrow, provided you’re okay.”

“Earth.” The surge of pain and horror rose again. “How bad is it? And where are we?”

“Bad.” She looked away. “We’re in the warp, headed for the border of elven space with three other ships. The Warspite is with us; you remember anything about her?”

“No, why?”

“She was apparently lost with all hands, according to the database each of the ships with us were. Now they’re back, heavily armed and armored. It’s… it’s weird. The admiralty says the ships were part of a secret rebuild. They must have guessed what was coming, because she’s been upgraded with a planetary plasma cannon, like the ones the fallen use. Warspite, Titan, and Spirit of Defiance are all with us, all scrapped, or near enough, now refitted.”

“They knew.” I growled. “They must have known we couldn’t trust the elves, right?”

“I think it’s more that they didn’t trust anyone.”

I looked at her coat, getting a frown from her, until she realized I was looking for her ID, not just staring at her chest. “Sorry, here,” she said, smiling slightly as she folded the edge of her coat back and displayed a battered old badge.

“Emily Jordanson,” I read. “Sorry,” I offered, wincing as I realized what it must have looked like.

“Don’t worry,” She replied. “It’s something I’ll miss about the nanites; no more seeing everyone’s IDs with a glance.”

“Me too.” I winced as I thought about flying without them.

“They’re working on replacements. Old school ones,” Emily assured me. “They won’t be encoded, so they’ll need time to unlock and to assimilate. Plus, they’ll need to be adjusted to you, unlocking and upgrading as time passes. But honestly? It’s not going to be soon.”

“Damn, flying without being able to feel the ship?” I whispered, shaking my head.

“Try medicine,” she replied with a smile. “You think we all keep the details for every possible illness and complication in our own memory anymore? Believe me, the next few months and years until we have a working system are going to be painful.”

Emily broke off, getting a wave from another doctor, and she nodded to one side before hurrying away.

“There’s showers in there, and I’ll ask one of the staff to drop a replacement singlet in for you.” The clicking of her shoes echoed in quick staccato as she made her way to a bay several rows down.

I looked around the room as I sat up, moving slowly as my head swam. I was in the second from last bay on one wall, with a central corridor that led up the middle of the beds, a second row on the far side of the walkway.

Each of the bays were recessed into the bulkhead, with the walls on either side running out halfway along the length of the bed, holding the emergency medical equipment on arms and gantries that could be swung into position.

At the foot of each bed was a privacy shield that could be dragged around if needed. But most of the time, they were left back, allowing us all a glimpse of each other. I sat on the end of the bed, blinking and trying to settle the spinning, well aware that I was being constantly monitored by both the RI and the bracelet on my wrist, not to mention the medical orderly at the end of the row.

They were there to help me, supposedly. But after everything that had happened recently, I felt more than a bit paranoid, even as I pulled my top off, skin shuddering away from the vomit-stained mess.

I dumped it in the bin at the end of the bay, and, thankful I’d been allowed the dignity of pants, I stood, wincing in pain, and started to shuffle to the shower room halfway down the row.

“Hey, pilot,” someone croaked as I passed the third bed. I looked in, wincing at the figure that laid there. She was a young woman, heavily muscled and with an arm missing below the elbow. A heavily wrapped prosthetic attachment gleamed, smeared with something to prevent rejection by the host body.

I jerked away from that, feeling like I’d seen her naked rather than being invited to look in, and fixed my gaze on her face instead.

She was younger than me, tired with black rings under her eyes. Her insanely pale skin came from life on the mining colonies or orbitals that never saw the sun. Though, how I knew that, as I knew everything else, was a shrouded mystery.

“Me?” I asked, clearing my throat uncertainly and getting a smile from her.

“Yeah.” She cringed as she sat upright. “You the one who shot the bay up?”

“Yeah?” I winced.

“You crazy fucker.”

That was it, apparently. She looked me up and down, grinned to herself, then laid back and closed her eyes. I waited a few seconds to see if there was going to be anything else, then when she was clearly ignoring me, I moved on.

The shower room was small, and blatantly monitored, considering where it was. But that was something you got used to in the military, the lack of any form of privacy.

I stripped quickly, stepping into the shower and rinsing the sick and general funk of several days in bed away, lathered up, and rinsed again, enjoying the rare luxury of a Hollywood shower, leaving the water running instead of having to water up, turn it off, lather, then rinse off, in and out in thirty seconds.

Stepping out of the shower a few minutes later, I felt almost human and was looking in the full-length mirror, checking out the impressive bruising blooms, when an entry chime rang out.

“Come in…” I replied absently.

The door opened a fraction, and a nurse leaned in. “What size are you?” She asked without preamble, then looked me over. “Medium?”

“Large.” I corrected without thinking.

Her gaze flicked down, held for a second, then she looked back at my face and shrugged. “Whatever.”


Chapter Six

My cheeks burned as she vanished. I grabbed a towel, hurrying to dry off and cover myself before she could return. In less than a minute, she was back, dropping off the singlet and some underwear without a word.

I dressed quickly, my cheeks still flushed as I tried to think of a witty comeback. But all that kept repeating in my mind was that, as a nurse, she’d probably seen more cocks than a chicken farmer, and could probably tell what I weighed, last ate, and how much sleep I’d gotten all in that one glimpse.

She’d still gotten the size wrong, though. Despite my words, she’d picked the medium.

I had my underwear on and stepped out into the hall. She was standing making calf-eyes at another doctor, a big guy, muscular, with hair that was way over regulation length, a goddamn beard—I’d had to shave mine off for the face mask to sit properly—and worst of all? He was one of those guys that, when he laughed, everyone turned to see what was funny.

I guessed he was one of the popular guys everywhere he went, good-looking, muscles, the hair and beard… I stomped up to the pair and cleared my throat, getting a confused look from him and an annoyed one from her.

“Can I help?” he asked as she sighed and spoke instead.

“It’s okay doctor, I can deal with it.”

“No, are you okay sir?” He asked, seeming genuinely concerned, making it hard for me to dislike him as I cleared my throat again.

“I’m alright, but this is a medium? Can I get a large?” I asked the nurse, who scowled and snatched the singlet, stomping over to a locker and swapping it for another.

“Your chest,” The doctor said slowly, looking the bruise patterning over. “…the hangar right?” He asked. I nodded, feeling even more self-conscious. “Yeah… thank you and sorry to bother you.” I said to them both, taking the one-piece overall and turning away.

“Don’t be.” The doctor said quickly. “Look, I’m Doctor… uh… Adams, Jason.” He read off his name tag, shaking his head in annoyance at not knowing his own damn name.

“Ajax,” I said grudgingly.

“Ajax?” The nurse sniggered.

I shot her an aggravated look, but before I could speak, the doctor did.

“Yes, Ajax Drakos, the pilot who not only saved the ship, putting the holes in the hull, but fought off four men, including at least one saboteur to do it,” Jason said in a loud voice, making sure everyone knew. Heads leaned out of bays up and down the hall.

Then he reached out and took my hand, shaking it. “Thank you Ajax. You literally saved us.” He lowered his volume. “And people need to know that.”

“No, I didn’t,” I said quickly, before dropping my voice so everyone wasn’t listening. “I just did what I had to do, that’s all.”

“You did. I heard about it from a lady named Panna, another Paladin pilot, who was damn proud of you. She said you saved dozens of lives, getting them to safety before climbing through the spine—while it was on fire—and sealed the hangar away.”

“Shit, man, it sounds… look, I just,” I whispered, cheeks flushed as he released my hand. I backed away, gesturing behind me to my bay. “I should go rest.”

“You do that,” Jason said, smiling. “And if you have any issues? Shout for me.”

“I will,” I lied, seeing the sudden difference in the way the nurse was watching me as I backed away.

I returned to my bay, carefully not making eye contact with anyone as I did. Once there, I closed the privacy shield and slumped back, grunting at the pain that the movement generated.

“A day, then I can get back to my wing,” I muttered, searching the room for my personal effects.

I found them easily enough; my wrist unit and a ring were tucked in a drawer. I pulled them free. The ring was strange, battered, and old looking, yet loose on my finger, as if it was someone else’s. Despite having no clue who it’d come from, or if I’d just liked the look of it, I put it on, hoping I’d get used to it and remember whose it had been and why I had it soon. As soon as I logged into my wrist unit, though, I saw the messages waiting.

I gaped at them. A hundred and thirty-seven messages.

Shit, I had no clue if this was normal. Hell, as a pilot, maybe this was just what it was like?

I scrolled through them, finding they were almost all from people I’d never heard of, a grand total of eleven of them were from people I did know, and of those…

Two were from Earth, judging from the routing code, and I opened them first.

Dear Mr. Drakos,

It is with greatest sympathy that we inform you of the death of…

I read it quickly, then finished and read the next, much the same, only the names differing. I pulled up my own stored details, reading and discovering more about my past, but feeling no real emotional connection to any of it.

My father was dead, as were my grandparents. I was the last of the family, my mother having vanished when I was a child, apparently taking a job on a freighter, only to be declared missing three weeks later when the ship failed to arrive at its destination.

Now, I was alone, and possibly the most popular I’d ever been, judging from the flashing messages.

I forced myself to scroll through them, seeing most were from randoms, the text stilted as if they’d been forced to send the message by a teacher.

Mr. Drakos, you are a hero and you are very…

I deleted them, one after another, seeing that loads of them were similar enough it had to be a fix. I didn’t care, though, I just wanted to get rid of them.

I started scrolling down and deleting them without opening them, checking the titles and seeing similar text in most of them. But I paused when I came across one from an ID that registered as the Paladin tech department.

I opened it and winced at the stream of abuse. I was apparently very unpopular with the technicians, and I resolved to stay well clear of the department for as long as I could.

There was a general message from the medical team, stating that “the memory loss should be temporary, but please report any issues.” I stared at it for a long minute, wondering what the hell I was missing. I knew my family was apparently dead now, but I didn’t feel anything. I looked down at my ring, seeing the battered and clearly old band of metal.

Maybe it was an heirloom? I just didn’t know.

Predictably, the next message was from the admiralty, ordering all pilots and any crew with any engineering training to report to the Paladin bays immediately to assist with the repairs and to get the ship ready for battle.

I sagged back on the pillows, staring up at the ceiling, and cursed.

I was supposed to be here for another day, but… if I ignored the orders from the admiralty? That wouldn’t be good. As with any bureaucracy, appealing against a decision was seen as bad as losing. It’d show I’d read it after all, and…

“Hey, sorry about before.” The nurse was back, and she was smiling. Clearly, me being a hero rather than just another body in a bay had changed things for her and… and the top button on her one-piece suit was undone.

It wasn’t before.

Hell, great cleavage, but that would have stood out before, without a doubt, so she’d either “accidentally” undone it on the way into the bay, or…

“Ummm, it’s okay?” I tried, wincing. Apparently I was terrible at talking to women. That sucked. I mean, I was a pilot for fuck’s sake, and everyone knew that pilots got laid all the time.

Except, maybe I damn well didn’t?

I wasn’t heroic-looking enough, I guessed, remembering looking at myself in the mirror earlier.

So, to have this nurse blatantly interested now was just freaky as hell, considering how uninterested she’d been before.

“No, no I shouldn’t have made that mistake before. It was all my fault; you’re clearly a large,” she purred, looking me over.

I wasn’t, not like that.

I had long arms and long legs, which meant I’d always needed to wear larger sizes or have several inches of wrist and ankle poking free. The rest of me was decidedly medium, and for a pilot, that was a good thing.

You didn’t want to be a huge guy, or girl, in a cockpit. You wanted room. I didn’t know how I could know that, how the hell I could know details about being a goddamn pilot and yet have to check my fucking name?

I opened my mouth to tell her that, to ask about her memories, when my communicator on the wrist panel beeped.

“Sorry,” I said quickly to her, getting a flash of annoyance as I looked down. A second recall order had come through. Any and all engineering experienced were to report to the hangars immediately. “I have to go.” I said firmly, knowing without a doubt that was me, though I wasn’t sure whether I was pleased or pissed about it, forcing myself to my feet and grunting in pain.

“You’re in the sickbay,” she said quickly. “You shouldn’t be…”

“Emergency recall from the admiralty,” I said firmly, lifting the wrist unit as proof. “I’m needed.” The way her eyes widened was almost comical.

I forced a smile, then shuffled past, hearing her following me as I set off down the corridor, bare feet slapping as I went.

“Here,” she whispered from behind me as we approached the central station, gesturing to the clothing locker. In a few seconds, I was wincing as she helped me into boots, strapping them tight and making sure my suit was fully sealed before I nodded to her in thanks and left.

The way I’d said it? She probably thought I’d been recalled personally by them. I’d seen her face at the end, when she’d thought nobody was looking, forlorn and confused.

I’d assumed so much about her, but I realized she was just looking for some reassurance from someone she saw as maybe knowing more than she did. I made it out quick, knowing that the doctors might override me leaving, but with everything… I just wanted to be busy and not think.

I checked the markers, then my wrist unit, getting the address and heading to my quarters as quickly as I could. Fifteen minutes later, I stepped back out into the hallway, dressed in my flight suit, boots, gloves, and more that actually fit, feeling a lot more human when I got the third demand to go to the hangars.

I hurried along as best I could, the medication they’d given me battling with the remnants of the concussion and the still-healing ribs. I figured I’d get there and be put on light duty. But when I arrived, the hangar was a bombsite.

Most of the Paladins were in pieces, the main fabricators were humming with power as they printed new parts, secondary systems were blurring as they moved at speed, and I stared in shock and horror at the hangars on either side.

The one to my right, visible through the blast doors panel, was open to space and torn apart. Techs in shitty emergency suits, bodged together to work in there, were trying to strip usable components from the damaged ships.

I turned at a shout nearby and saw a tech marching over to me, glaring. I got ready for an ear-bashing, but when they got close, they just asked why I wasn’t working, and I explained I’d just been released from sickbay.

“Fine, whatever, fucking lazy flyboys! Get into Paladin bay three. They’re short, and we need the ship ready for the fight!”

I nodded, hurrying across and wincing at every footfall.

The two techs who were working on the Paladin were overjoyed to see another body being added to their job, then they cursed when they saw my flight suit.

The next ten hours were hell on Earth, or would have been, if Earth wasn’t already experiencing that, and we were more or less safe in a carrier in jumpspace.

We stripped the wing first, the three of us working in tandem as the fuso muscle was fucked, apparently, and the bots were all in use.

The manuals and repair steps were easy to pull up, my hands moving as if they’d always done this. Once the wing was stripped down, and we could get access to the internals, we worked our asses off. We rebuilt, reconnected, and replaced parts for hour upon hour, the first six hours literally taken up as we fixed a seemingly small dent in that wing, ignoring the huge gash in the side.

I’d asked if we shouldn’t be working on that, and was laughed at and told that, if I wanted to die, then sure, I could concentrate on that.

I had no idea what I was doing, but as an extra pair of hands with very basic experience, I plugged in and tested the new kit as I was told, ran the hangar printer to fix or replace parts, and more.

By the end of the damn day, I was broken.

Literally. I was slumped under the skids, unconscious, when one of the techs found me, the adrenaline crash from alternating between pain medication and uppers had wiped me out. Panna, who was apparently searching the hangars for me, loaded me onto a gurney with the help of the techs, then wheeled me back to my quarters.

I tried to talk to her, explaining that I was fine, and could manage it myself, but considering I couldn’t speak coherently, I was ignored.

The next morning I was informed, by Captain Alderson, that I was a bloody idiot, and that I was supposed to be on either light duty or in sickbay.

On the upside, working a full shift rebuilding a Paladin with two techs and not telling them that I had multiple broken ribs, was bruised from head to toe and battered to buggery, meant that the Paladin techs at least thought I wasn’t an asshole anymore.

Some of them, at least.


Chapter Seven – Present Day

I came to slowly, swinging gently from side to side, spinning in the wind.

I blinked, lifting my head, frowning at the weird symbols, the blurry vision, the…

…the cracks in my helmet.

The glass composite that covered the entire front of the fucking helmet was shattered. There were literal spiderwebs of cracks racing in all directions, and the helmet was trying to project data for me still.

It was a mess. I could barely see through it, and I lifted my head slowly, twisting and trying to see where I was and what the hell had happened.

The last few hours of my life suddenly sprang back up, making me thrash as I remembered the dog fights, the fall, the crash, all of it.  Now here I was, dangling in my harness, suspended by the right shoulder stickpads.

The chute had gotten caught in the upper canopy of a massive tree, spinning me into the damn trunk. I reached up, then hissed in agony as my broken fucking arm made its presence clear. I squinted, trying to make it out, before reaching up right-handed and flicked the catches, twisting and popping the helmet free and dropping it as I drew in a deep breath of the local air.

With the state of my helmet before I’d dropped it, I’d been breathing this atmosphere for a while. My BAT, or Biometric Assistant Technology, attached on my left wrist was busily telling me about the local world.

It was the 21 model, the best I could afford at the time. Its link to the LENs I wore like an old-time contact lens was flawless, projecting the most basic information about the world around me.

The LENs, or Lenticular Enhancement Node system, was a complicated name for a damn important part of shipboard life. It was the link between the BAT on my wrist and what I saw, as far as the outside world went. It lasted months before degrading and being replaced.

I looked it over, getting chemical analysis information, average temperature, humidity… useless.

I blinked it all away, rolling my right wrist and bringing up the limited menu I could manipulate one-handed. As I read the data for my body, I blew out a long breath.

I was a mess.

If not for the drugs that my flight suit had pumped me full of already, I’d be screaming now. Fuck, I should be screaming regardless.

A human-shaped outline hovered before me, my left arm flashing the red of an emergency warning. I flicked my fingers in a familiar pattern, the monitor programs picking up the electrical activity and converting it into digital, zooming in and blowing up the limb before me.

Nerve damage. Blood loss. Infection. The bones had punched through the skin in three places, and that wasn’t good at all. On an alien world, they’d just exposed my system to massive risk.

My flight suit was pierced in two places, the third having held together. The suit had deployed emergency measures, a form of foam that set the limb like it was encased in concrete and weighed practically nothing.

That was great, usually, but considering the holes in the suit? It’d bubbled out, forming lumps over those sections, reducing the limb’s usefulness to basically being a club. The fingers were a nasty purple and didn’t respond.

Yup. The nerves were basically fucked from just above the elbow down.

That gave me two options. Hope and pray it got better, and when the drugs wore off, accept that I’d be screaming in agony until the infection carried me away, or…

“Sever the nerve.” I confirmed the order verbally, the shoulder flashing as I selected it, knowing that this was going to suck a bucket of dicks.

There was a hiss and the acrid smell of burning meat, reminding me of bacon that’d been left on the grill too long. I gritted my teeth, shaking my head as the pain slowly overcame the drugs.

It grew, slowly at first, but higher and higher, until, just as I was about to scream, it started to die away, the last of the drugs pumping into my system.

I sagged, dangling there and panted, horrified at what I’d just done.

If I’d still had my nanites, I’d have been all right. They’d have repaired it, eventually, and they’d have fought the infection. But I might as well have wished to be back aboard the Spirit!

I looked down, approving the next stage, and watching, disgusted, but unable to look away, as the material of the suit twisted, closing in tight around the top of my arm.

It formed a tourniquet, literally cutting the blood supply off, and sealing, leaving my arm to rot while still attached to me.

It was the best I could do, even with a suit as advanced as this, but it meant I had a couple of days, at best, to get somewhere safe. If I could make it back to the ship? They’d replace the arm. It’d either be a prosthetic or a tank-grown clone job, but either way, I’d be whole again in short order.

Or… much more likely, I’d be hunted down by the elves, tortured to death, and die in a pit, if my own rotting limb didn’t kill me first.

I looked away, twisting my head, checking the tree and the area around me for the first time. I was hanging, dangling really, from the right hand connections on the stickpad on my chest.

I had no weapons, no survival gear, and was about sixty meters off the ground, out of reach of any of the nearer branches, and… I sniffed, then reached around and growled, lifting my hand away and shaking it in disgust.

The collection system, one that was designed to allow a pilot to spend days in their Paladin, essentially a damn nappy that was filled with microbes designed to eat the waste, had burst.

Probably on impact with the tree, fuck knows I was aching enough right then, but I could add “stinks of shit” to the day I was having.

I flapped around, kicking out as I tried to reach a branch, succeeding in wobbling a little then snarling to myself as I leaned back, thinking.

It was like a swing, I decided. If I could swing myself to the right far enough, and the damn stickpad released when I tried this time, I might be able to reach that branch. From there, I could probably climb down most of the way to the lower branches.

I’d have to drop from there, but the way this day was going? Fuck it.

I started to swing, kicking out in one direction, then back, working as smoothly as I could, swinging back and forth, building up momentum.

It took a little while, and I almost let out a sob when the strap high above me slipped slightly, and introduced a sudden spin. But after a little work, I managed to get up to speed again.

The minutes passed, kicking and thrusting my hips as I built up my momentum before reaching up and slapping the release, hard.

It didn’t work.

“Fuck fuck fuck fuckity fucking fuuuuuuck!” I screamed eloquently, smacking the release over and over… and finding a small tear in the connection as I yanked on it.

I searched desperately, finding the bit just above the tear and pressed that, hope rising as the stickpad released instantly.

But I’d stopped paying attention to my swing.

I was at the opposite end of the arc, and I fell backwards, tumbling as I frantically twisted. A branch knocked the air out of me, before I slid loose, fingers on my one remaining hand scrabbling desperately as I tried to catch it. Then I plummeted free, landing feet-first on the next one, four meters below.

I tumbled, twisting and reaching out again, missing and landing hard on the next one, a mere three meters below, wrapping my working arm around it tight and clinging on for dear life.

My world spun with pain that had broken through the drugs, before dying away again. I rolled slightly, trying to get to my feet.

I failed.

In terrifying free-fall, I careened through more of the spindly canopy, slamming into another large branch, then a smaller one, slowing slightly as I broke through it to come tumbling out of the bottom of the branches, I fell the last ten meters or so, semi-conscious, only to land with my arms and legs splayed, face down in the dirt.

“Oowwww.” I mumbled, spitting pine needle analogs out and fighting against the tears that desperately wanted to roll free. I wasn’t a fucking ground pounder. I was a pilot. I didn’t know what the hell I was doing here!

I was unsuited to being here, I’d left my emergency kit strapped to the damn seat and had just taken the parachute, instead of the survival kit, for fuck’s sake!

Curled up into a ball, pain flooding my body, I whimpered, very nearly giving up and staying there.

The flashing green video icon was what broke me out of it. I triggered it, unthinkingly, blinking as the BAT-21 projected the message onto my LENs.

Panna’s face filled my vision, her short-cropped blonde hair peeking out from under the helmet she wore. Panic was etched over her face, grim determination in her voice as she flew her Paladin. The flashing warnings reflected in her eyes.

“Ajax, you better not fucking die, you hear me?” she hissed, gaze flicking from side to side as she pulled up data. “There’s a research post to the south of you. Aim for it; it's showing active AI. I’ve… I’ve scanned it. It hasn't been attacked, so maybe it’s clean, I don’t know, but it’s something!”

She looped around, the reflected sky on her helmet rolling suddenly as she flipped over. I studied her movements, reading her as she fought her ship, firing off missiles, the hum of the railgun singing a song of death. Then the sky rolled in her visor again, and she grunted, pinned back as she fired the engines.

“There’s something there… tech… Pinging the base, I got a warning, classified…”

She started to say something else and cut off.

I lay there, curled into a ball, triggering the replay again and again, watching her face, watching her as she risked her life and her right to fly. All for me, a man she’d never known before nine months ago.

As far as we knew, anyway.

I lay there for a long time, a lone tear tracking down the side of my nose, pooling, then dripping free, falling to the dirt before I finally forced myself to uncurl.

I was better than this.

I was on a new world, I was probably being hunted, but that was a problem for later Ajax. Current Ajax just needed to get up and find south.

Or whatever direction that base was in from where I was.

I pulled the map up, getting an approximate location for me and the base. Sixteen miles, sixteen point three miles, if I was going to be specific, but fuck it.

I could do that.

I turned, working out the direction I needed, a projected line showing in my vision, as I started to limp along.

Ten minutes into my trek, I forced myself to start to jog, staggering up to speed until I was going slightly faster than an asthmatic ant, but still moving.

I forced myself to maintain it for a full minute, then dropped to a walk, then a run, then a walk again. I couldn’t remember when we’d been taught about it, but a man on foot, doing this for ten minutes at a time, could keep the speed up for most of the day without needing to rest properly, and he would outrun a horse in that time.

I remembered it, but the pain meant there was no way I was going to manage it for ten minutes. A single minute meant I was barely up to speed before I was slowing, but it was better than nothing.

Minutes stretched into hours, as I forced myself to continue, the dirt underfoot changing to stone as I climbed unsteadily, having to adjust constantly.

I passed out of the tree line into the twisted scrubby brush that replaced it, offering barely any cover as I climbed. Panting and hissing in pain, I searched for somewhere to rest, to hide.

The terrain around me was changing rapidly. I cursed, checking the basic map I’d cobbled together on the BAT, using the limited views I’d had of the terrain, the offline data the BAT had stored, and the view I had.

I was, of course, on the wrong side of the fucking gorge.


Chapter Eight

I moved from tree to tree, to overhang and back, moving into clearings only when I couldn’t avoid it, moving steadily downhill.

The slope was sharp, mainly exposed rock with scrub trees hanging on with grim tenacity. The moss that had carpeted the ground in many places where I’d first landed was gone now, with dusty rock and occasional thin topsoil making most of it up.

Far below me, an insane distance downwards, rushing water glimmered, racing across sharp stones and creating whirlpools and eddies. I hesitated, looking for an easier way to cross and finding nothing.

The entire chasm was sharp and rough, with high and low tide markings that suggested insane variance.

The whole place had to flood regularly, considering the piles of driftwood and debris that baked in the sun here and there… and the fact I was passing them now, with at least a hundred meters to go, straight down, before I reached the water.

There looked to be a tree trunk wedged across the ravine further down, maybe seventy meters lower, but it looked slippery as fuck, and I resolved to check it out when I got closer to that level.

The sides were getting sharper and closer together. I hurried, despite the pain and the sweat that ran down my back and head.

I ducked under an overhang, moving out of the sun and any direct oversight from orbit and allowed myself a seat for a few minutes, just long enough to catch my breath, I swore. Yeah, right. Lying to myself got me this far, why stop now?

It was almost a cave, almost, about four meters deep, debris piled up at the back, mainly trees and dried scrub, with a skittering sound coming from it that suggested insects of some kind.

I had no clue about the local life. I’d not given a shit before, and I still could barely rouse any interest now, reaching out and bracing myself with my right arm and lowering myself to the ground.

I looked around nervously, blinking away sweat, then ran my fingers through my regulation short-clipped hair. The hand came away soaked in red.

That wasn’t good.

I checked the readouts I’d been suppressing, finding my overall temperature was dangerously elevated, infection markers were flashing throughout the now-dead arm, and clearly some of it was getting back into the rest of me.

Not good.

Not good at all, but it was only a matter of what? A half dozen hours I’d been here? If that?

The arm shouldn’t have had time to really start to degrade, but I couldn’t tell without freeing it of the emergency hardened foam. I could see the fingers, more or less, but that was all.

The way they twisted and bent backwards made me sick to look at them. I’d had to brace myself several times as I’d climbed down, and the fingers, without any kind of control over them, had moved in ways they weren’t designed to.

They were black and purple, filthy and bloody from where skin had been shredded, and even now, they dripped half-congealed blood onto the floor of the cave.

I looked away.

I couldn’t… I just couldn’t. Nope, fuck that. I shifted around, back pressed to the wall, the cave open on one long side directly in front of me as I rested, catching my breath and watching the chasm before me.

It was dull, gray and yellow sandy rock, no sign of any plant or sentient life, just insects, and only the unintelligent kind, as far as I could tell. I settled back, my breathing slowing as I got more comfortable, and I thought about the next step.

I needed to cross the chasm, to climb the far side, then it was just a few miles to the base.

It was kept clear and tidy, that meant the systems were still working. Might be just janitor systems, powered by a nuclear core, recharging individual bits and leaving them to run, or, it might be more.

Pirates were a possibility, as I’d half-jokingly thought earlier. They existed after all, preying on the freighters and worse, smugglers.

Would the elves work with smugglers, I wondered? I imagined a small team of smugglers, working out of a place like this.

I saw them, a team, friends.

A group, all ex-academy, pilots who had served their time, a hundred and more, laughing in a canteen aboard a ship. I saw Panna, older, laughing as she reached out and took my hand. I glanced down, seeing our hands entwined.

The shining steel of a replacement right hand and the wrinkles on my left, a nail that was discolored from a recent impact, and a ring on that hand.

I had that ring, I realized, frowning as the scene changed. A small troop of people, actors, I realized, climbed the stage and waved to everyone as we cheered. I stood, fingers going to my mouth as I blew out a long whistle of approval.

A child, someone I knew and cared for, stood in the front line, beaming with pride as they waved at me.

I called out a name, my voice lost in the crowd, before looking around, seeing people I knew, people I recognized.

I jerked awake, a tugging sensation on my left side jerking me from the dream, only to cry out in horror and disgust.

A half-dozen tiny creatures, like chihuahuas, only smaller, three legged, and even more ugly were somehow feeding on my fingers!

The little one was gone, the others… There was a stringy mess with the white of bones showing through and chewed meat!

I shook in horror as the little fuckers fought over my dead meat, and I twisted away, sending them running in panic.

The fingers were the only exposed part, on that side at least, and as they raced back into the flotsam and debris, I stared at the mess.

It… the hand was a gnawed and shattered bloody remnant, fingers were missing, and one of the little fuckers stuck its head out of the wood and hissed at me, clearly planning on coming back for a second go.

I shook my head in horror, forcing myself to my feet, turning, and running out into the rain.

Rain?

To my horror, the water level at the bottom of the gorge was already rising, with massive, dark clouds billowing on the horizon.

I started down the slope again, hurrying as fast as I could. The air was muggy with the humidity of an approaching storm, and I was sweating like fuck-knew-what as I hurriedly unzipped my one-piece flight suit.

I had a light top on underneath, a vest, basically, and I yanked it up, snapping the shoulder straps, unable to take it off the normal way, thanks to my left arm, and had to rip it free on that side.

Once it was off, I cast about until I found a suitable flat rock, then cradled my left hand in the middle of the cloth, bundling it up as best I could and tying the knot with my teeth.

It was a shitty bandage. It really was, but it was the best I could do, and…

Something flashed across my vision, a yellow wave panned left to right, seemingly solid, and leaving a grid system behind that faded from sight in a matter of seconds.

I swallowed hard, looking around, making sure it’d been in my vision and not an actual wall of yellow fucking light or something. Once I was sure, I started running diagnostics on the BAT and the LENs, then hurried onward.

The rain was growing heavier, as was the cloud cover, the light dimming from bright daylight to the green/gray of a building storm.

Fat, heavy raindrops hit the walls nearby, the ground, and me, sending up little explosions of dust as they quickly escalated from a smattering of lighter rain into a deluge.

I abandoned all caution and ran.

I had to get to the far side, up and out, before the heaviest rain struck. The water level was already rising, and quickly, but it was steady, at least for the moment.

Below, the tree trunk still lay jammed horizontally across the chasm, and that I guessed was my best chance.

I’d half-dismissed it before, thinking that I might get halfway and have it slip free, killing me when I fell, but the way things were going?

I moved on, feet slipping, sending a cascade of stones sliding and crashing down the wall as they picked up more on their way.

I grabbed a rocky outcropping and looked up. Something flashed across the patch of sky high above in the area of view the walls didn’t cut off. I hunched down, pressing myself to the wall and held still as the crash of a sonic boom rang out seconds later.

The elven howlers.

One must be patrolling, searching for survivors! I pressed myself even closer to the wall, trying to get under the outcropping, hoping they’d moved too fast for the scanners…

Then a second one passed, moving in the same direction.

Fuck!

They must be canvassing the area!

I froze, then cursed as I saw movement higher up, my asshole puckering as I thought for a second it was ground troops. Then I spotted the movement again and zoomed in, seeing the bastards that had been savaging my fingers!

They were climbing up the sides of the gorge, fleeing.

“That’s so not good.” I muttered, shaking my head then forcing myself away from the wall and starting to run again.

The switchbacks were well worn into the sides of the chasm. I didn’t know if it was from the water draining away, a natural formation, or from creatures using them to get down to the water in drier times. But whatever had made them, I was damn thankful for as I ran, clutching my left arm to keep it from flapping around and throwing my balance off.

I skidded, foot slipping, then jumped, landed, and slid again. The rain made the footing treacherous, but I couldn’t slow. Skidding, I scrambled ahead, the tree trunk before me at last. The roar of the water below had transformed from the eddies and whirlpools to a frantic torrent that rose steadily, threatening to engulf me.

The branch was slick with water and stripped of bark already, no doubt by the battering it’d taken to get here. From the first step, I almost fell, and each one after that only grew worse.

I was halfway when the whoosh of a low-flying vessel overhead caused me to glance up for a moment, the tail of a howler disappearing at the far end of the chasm as it flew out of sight.

They’d turned around and had flown up and down the length of it!

It was too much to hope that they’d missed me, not out in the open as I had been, not literally in the middle of the only goddamn bridge here.

I almost paid with my life for the distraction, as my boot, a damn space boot, complete with mag clips and utterly crap for groundside life, slid.

Without thinking, I twisted my heel the way we were taught then stamped it down, the clips activating, and…

And doing fuck all, because it was wood, not a spaceship’s hull!

My only good arm flailing, I toppled sideways and did the only thing I could.

I jumped, aiming for the side of the gorge, one hand reaching… and fell nearly five meters before colliding with the side, scrabbling fingers digging trails in the mud as I slid down the embankment.

Water hit my boots, swinging me out, and I slapped at the ground ineffectually, desperate to get a handhold, a grip on anything.

My fingers closed around a bush, a spindly little thing, barely a central goddamn trunk with a pair of offshoots.

I screamed as the offshoots sank their sharp, thorny barbs into the top of my hand, pulling blood up!

Then it was gone, as I fell, dragged into the rushing river.


Chapter Nine

I rolled beneath the surface, the world filled with rushing water and the roar of air and liquid battling.

Dragging my head up and into the air, I struggled upward and opened my mouth… only to be hit by a sudden spray, choking as I tried to draw breath then going under again.

Branches and more smashed into me. I hit more than one of the rocky outcroppings, crying out, feeling water filling my mouth, going up my nose…

My ears were full of the rushing of water and my own panic as I thrashed and kicked, my right arm struggling to do the work of two healthy ones and failing miserably.

Pain radiated through me, both from blows I suffered under the surface, and bites, as sharp teeth or thorny protrusions grabbed on and dug deep.

I rolled over and over, lashing out and finding a will to live, a fierce determination I’d never tasted outside of combat rising in me as I sank. Pulling my arm and legs in, I forced myself to relax, near impossible as it was. The swirling madness of the water, foam-lashed and wild, rolled around me as I kicked for the surface.

Air, hot and sticky, felt glorious as my head lifted free of the water. I sucked down a great lungful, bruises and injuries forgotten in the glory of that moment.

I stopped fighting the racing tide and gave myself over to it, trying instead just to float, to survive.

The battering seemed to stop almost instantly as I rode the river, rolling from side to side, but surviving, even as the miles rushed past.

I kicked out, heading steadily to my right as I went, aiming for the shallows as the river widened, the insane force of the constricted channel dying away as it spilled into an open space with sudden room.

A log easily as wide as I was tall raced past, spinning as it was caught in an eddy, and I reached out, snagging a jagged section.

I pulled myself up, frantic inside, exhausted, but keeping as calm and collected as I could.

Halfway to the shore, the improvised raft rolled, and I was dragged under.

Instead of kicking loose, which I desperately wanted to do, I held on, drawn around by the log’s momentum, until I popped free of the water again, this time pulled halfway up and free of the water.

I clung to the side as the log slowed further, sections deeper under the water hitting the ground and digging in.

Less than a minute later, I let myself fall, splashing into the water my feet dangled in and collapsing into the sheltered inlet. On further inspection it was a veritable cove, protected by the massive log and the shape of the nearby walls. The heavy raindrops faltered as I laid there, facing the sky as the storm slowly passed.

I was cold, so insanely cold, but… I reached up, feeling my head where I laid half out of the water, burning up at the same time.

I was about to drag myself free when I heard the engine.

It was a shrill whine, the lower end of the register for the elven howler, and it was coming closer.

Flying up the chasm, it accelerated with a teeth-grating whine that built as it closed on me. I didn’t know what trail it was following, if anything, but I knew its target; me.

I was laid, half in and half out of the water, my upper body by the side of the massive branch. I had one chance. The elves were believers in leaving the dead where they fell, the soul of the creature moving on after death while permitting what was left to feed the mother, the planet that birthed them.

I took a deep breath and slid under the water, hoping the cold would help.

Lying there, pretending to be pinned and staring up through a crack in my eyelids, I waited, and I waited.

Seconds passed, and the pressure grew, making me desperate to take a breath, until I couldn’t take any more and slowly started to rise to the surface… until a wingtip slid into view.

I froze, shifting slightly in the water, holding to the branch with my right and letting my dead left arm float on the surface.

A directional scan shuddered through me, the BAT beeping as it detected a scan, but the settings I’d loaded in prevented it from responding.

I laid there, desperate for air, when I felt it.

An air pocket near my right hand.

I shifted my head, trying to make it look like it was by the motion of the water, as I let my arm flop slowly, the heartbeat cut off long since, the flesh slowly rotting already, as I forced my lips to the tiny air pocket, swapping stale for good air as slowly as I could manage.

Hands gripped my arm, tugging on it, and I held on. Finally, the arm dropped again, and I laid there, feigning death.

Long seconds passed, the thrum of the engines still shaking through me, as I tried to hold on, forcing myself to stay where I was until all the air was gone, and I had no choice.

I slid sideways, oh so slowly, eyes cracked open the tiniest fraction and bobbed to the surface, sucking in great lungfuls of air as the rear engines of the howler blazed to life above me, heading away at speed.

Frantic, I lifted to my feet, then scurried around the tree, checking everywhere before sagging to my knees and letting out a long relieved breath.

They were gone.

My literal dead arm had just saved my life. They must have scanned it, seen the BAT… I looked over at my wrist and cursed.

“Fucking goat-loving, finger-blasting ass suckers!” I snarled, blinking as I made it to my feet unsteadily, the sudden flare of anger giving me energy. The goddamn elves had taken my BAT!

It was my only access to… to… to everything!

I’d needed it to stand any chance of hacking into the fucking systems at the base, to assert my authority, to find my way.

The map and everything was gone!

I didn’t even have the readout on my goddamn health now!

I kicked the branch then snarled in pain and damn well did it again.

I was stuck here, in the ass end of the river of shitty luck, on a fucking contested world that my friends were going to be returning to reduce to glass soon!

I had no chance, none at all, and my arm… I inspected the dead flesh, seeing the gray colors… and the green and black.

As if the rest weren’t enough, I was literally rotting to death.

Well, that sucked.

Watching the water dripping from the remains of my hand and fingers, I stared at my arm, at the pink tinge that showed that the blood was still slowly moving in it.

Infection was flowing in and blood out.

I was so fucked.

Unable to gather the energy to move, I slumped to my knees and laid against the side of the tree, a tangle of branches keeping me clear of the receding water and cradling me as I blinked up into the darkening sky.

Had the fucking elves come now? I’d have given them the finger… Ha!

I had one and a half left on that hand, not like I’d ever be using them again.

I closed my eyes, furious, depressed, and fighting back tears as my emotional roller coaster drained me even further… before slipping into a deep, agitated sleep. 

The world around me was different again, the dream filled with sights and sounds, the shouts of children playing, the smell of fresh-baked bread, the heat of a good—and bad—woman’s touch.

The sky rolled overhead as I laid with friends in the long grass, watching the solar stations glimmering in the night, the reflected light comforting, rather than the way many older people complained about it.

Time seemed to pass in a heartbeat as more and more people came and went, a collage of faces and names, some vivid, others blurred and unimportant.

I felt the shame of a one-night stand, the argument with my wife driving me out to drink, then the mistakes I made. Arguments followed, the denials I tried, and the lies that turned my friends and family against me, as I refused to admit fault.

My family turned against me in a montage of heartbreak, a few last friends chipping in and giving me the money I needed to make a fresh start, passage on a freighter to go to her, to go to…

I woke, jerking upright, staring straight ahead, heart hammering as I panicked, her name on my lips.

“Jamie…” I whispered, then the horror truly struck as I realized what was happening. On top of everything else, I was experiencing the first symptoms of the ROT.


Chapter Ten – Six Months Ago

A week went by slowly in jumpspace, the warp around us flaring and dying, multitudes of streaming colors washing across the ship as we rode through the waves in Einstein-Rosen space. I sat on my bed, back propped up with pillows, staring out of the porthole at the wondrous light show.

Panna shifted slightly, making me glance down at her and smile before looking back out, enraptured by the sight. My mind was rolling across all I’d learned, as I tried to fill the void in my memories with new knowledge.

The Paladins were jump-capable, in theory at least, so I’d spent days working to figure out the details that would make it possible for my ship, Paladin-OE138, to make it onto the testbed with me as her pilot.

There were six of us, volunteers for the program, but before the final tests, we had to prove we were capable of being more, of becoming legends.

To do that, my ship had to be perfect, and I had to ace the simulations that were coming up tomorrow. Which, in turn, meant I had to understand all I could about jumpspace.

The theory for jumpspace had been around forever, wormholes that joined distant points in space together, and once we’d made it out of the system, we’d found several.

Examining them, sending probes through and reading the details before the probes were lost, taught us to identify them easier, picking up three such places in Sol alone.

The thing was, it was lethal in there.

Not to metal, apparently, but anything organic was torn apart, the instability of the destruction spreading to rip the craft apart as well.

And what everyone called jumpspace was also filled with the flotsam of millennia. It had taken over a century of experimentation and lunacy before we managed a single successful transition.

Once that was done, though? Creating a bubble of warped space around the vessel as it went, similar to a basic energy shield, but oscillating in the correct frequencies? It had changed everything.

We’d found that we could project the field out around the ship, creating a small safe-zone, and it took less than a month of careful examination to find the first hulk.

Others had plumbed the depths of Einstein-Rosen space, mainly unintentionally, as near as we could tell. After all, the gravitational change as the planets orbited in any solar system meant that the wormholes traveled, gradually sweeping the system.

If you weren’t looking for them and were terminally unlucky, you’d never see it coming, then boom, sucked inside.

The hulks were the ancient remains of ships, stations and more, assumed to be the remains of mainly much older civilizations, caught in gravitational waves on the outskirts of the systems where gravity and the interstellar medium balanced each other out, forming the equivalent of halfway zones between the stars.

Those were where humanity would create rest spots and try to sell each other shitty burgers, but the nature of the universe instead created a holding area, one that grew more and more crowded as the millennia passed.

The remains gathered there, sitting dead and silent, slowly drifting and creating a hazard to navigation, at the very least. We’d been confused when we first encountered them, then came the insane levels of excitement when we realized what they were.

Most were useless to us, several were so alien we weren’t sure if they were living ships, deep-space beasts, or something entirely different. Others were decayed to such a degree that nothing was salvageable.

Amongst the hulks that could be examined, though? We’d found evidence of both the Elven Alliance and the fallen.

The Elves were slightly older than humanity, about a hundred thousand years or so, but patient and seemingly benevolent. They’d found the dangers of Einstein-Rosen space and had marked the wormholes nearest them, then promptly moved on. They’d lost several ships to them and decided that the potential was great, but so was the risk, and it wasn’t worth the effort.

They would, from what we knew of the elves, have conducted full experiments on them eventually, but they were content to create arkships and colonize the nearest systems through high-powered engines instead.   

The fallen, on the other hand, were a race of beings that freaked us all out the first time we met them. The average fallen looked like the biblical angels, around eight to ten feet tall, well-muscled with wings that screamed out that they were worthy of worship, even if their eyes and teeth, not to mention their claws and taloned feet, were decidedly alien.

They were also convinced not only that there was a god, but that she was all-powerful, and that she had turned her face from the universe in disgust.

That had been met with concern, as the limited data we could get from the hulk seemed to say they’d decided it was the “lesser races” who had caused this, and they therefore, were divinely blessed to eradicate them.

The fallen hulk we’d found had enough working kit to be able to identify nearby ships, directing us to both the Wolf-1061 system… and Sol.

A scout ship was found, after some serious searching, buried in the desert of northern Mali, in Africa. It turned out to be a research and observation post sent from the local world… of a huge empire.

At some point in the past, before the fallen had decided it was time to go full-on with the whole genocide thing, they’d apparently visited Earth and tried to teach us the error of our ways, educating us on the proper paths, as they saw them.

It was the standard method, it turned out, decided by the fallen council, that aliens would be permitted to grow, and should we find our way to the true god, then we’d be permitted to live. If not, then upon achieving spaceflight, we would be culled, as they had done before, again and again.

The local humans had been assessed and found to be worthy of further time. The missionaries spent years teaching them, raising them above the level of the majority of the species… before they crossed some tribal taboo.

The locals slaughtered the entire crew. The recordings of the event, the feast afterward, and the treatment the fallen scientists and missionaries received… well it was disturbing, making for pretty uncomfortable viewing, when it was eventually declassified.

We’d not found the pathway to Wolf-1061 at that point, and it was judged as likely that the civilization had moved on. But that once we managed to get there, we as a species would apologize and return the ship to the beings found there, attempting to make amends, should the fallen still exist.

Being humans, we’d also immediately begun work on the first warship… just in case.

Instead, some five years later, a fleeing elven ship had decelerated into the Sol system, leaking atmosphere, badly damaged, and begging for aid, having picked up the transmissions we’d directed to their worlds.

The fallen were close behind them, closing in, and our fledgling space force had gone to the elves’ aid, trying to calm the situation. The fallen had taken one look at us, remotely accessed the scout ship, then declared us to be unclean, before firing a barrage of nukes at Earth.

Only one made it through, destroying a swath of fortunately lightly populated Australia. Once we examined the yield, we realized that the combination of warheads would have rendered the planet uninhabitable, had even half of the original spread made it through.

The fallen ship had left the system, deploying markers and declaring war.

That the fallen had launched such an attack from a seemingly lightly armed ship on their first meeting with modern humanity, having chased an elven ship to us, gave us all the impetus we needed.

The elves, being tall, exotically beautiful, and seemingly willing to share anything they had, while being gifted scientists, folded into our lives with ease as the population fell in love with them.

They viewed us as brutish, uncouth, but basically honorable, as well as insane on every level when it came to war. They developed technology over centuries, tweaking designs in search of a single percentage point increase in efficiency.

We created the Large Hadron Collider, considered that it might destroy the planet once it was fired up for the first time, then shrugged, knocked back our drinks, and did it anyway.

We were the galactic version of the guy at the pub who tells horrified onlookers to hold his beer while he shows the professionals how to do it, somehow surviving despite all the odds.

The elves’ fellow alliance members were mainly horrified, it turned out, by the brutish humans. It was already made up of seven species, although most stayed clear of us, bar the Sylph, a treelike species, who begged for permission to send some of its kind to share the Earth with us.

When we joined, as allies to the alliance, rather than full members, the alliance was in desperate times. The eighth species, the Samalli, an aquatic race, having been entirely destroyed, their world glassed from orbit.

Within nine months, the first human warship of a new generation, the Vanquisher, left its slip. It held the first Einstein-Rosen warp field generator on a warship, and it changed everything for the alliance.

Using its insane levels of mobility, a single human ship, supported by the Elven Alliance, had quickly taken out four fallen warships, each massing more than double the plucky newcomer’s mass.

The assault on the Elven worlds ground to a halt, and the fallen, apparently at war with two other species at the same time, redeployed an entire fleet to face Vanquisher. She roamed from system to system, her captain refusing to return to Earth, defending the worlds of the alliance with their last breath.

In a final, pitched battle, the human warship was captured, and the secret of Einstein-Rosen warp was taken, but it had given us the time we needed.

The human fleet now consisted of six ships, with the Elven Alliance having seventeen more, albeit most were slower and lighter armed.

The next two years were a slaughter as humanity frantically sought to colonize additional worlds, and the fallen sought to purge us. Both sides committed atrocities, and dozens of life-bearing worlds were reduced to cinders.

The war grew and additional systems were destroyed. The fallen annihilated species that were on the verge of spaceflight, rather than permitting to grow to be a threat, and through it all, we grew.

We took the nanite technology that we’d been working on, and the elves perfected it, they gave us AI, and they slid into our lives and our civilization.

The scientists, by now, were almost all elven, even as the front-line soldiers, the insane lunatics that boarded enemy ships or planets, fighting to the last breath, were always human.

Both sides developed some of each, exceptional humans became scientists still, and particularly warlike and aggressive elves became pilots, but by and large, we settled into our role as the muscle behind the alliance.

I sat there, fingers idly stroking Panna’s hair as she relaxed in my arms, and I stared out at the rolling color of the warp field, wondering if the faint, distant surges were other ships traveling the void between the stars, or hulks, rolling endlessly in this place, and if one day I’d be there with them. Alone.

Billions had died in here.

Most of the hulks—we’d found over a hundred now—were of no design we could identify, which meant either space was full of species, or it had been once.

The fallen we faced were only a single world, a subsidiary of the greater empire, set up here to monitor the local sector, bringing enlightenment or destruction, depending on our choices.

But why only the single world faced us, we didn’t know, and the prisoners we questioned didn’t seem to grasp the meaning of it when we asked. All the evidence we took from their captured and destroyed vessels seemed to suggest that we were a bug to be stood upon, compared to the other empires they faced. Yet, they would only deploy forces that were equal to ours, for some reason.

Physically, at least.

They reveled in deceit and trickery, and where we had Einstein-Rosen warp at the beginning of the war, granting us mobility, they had stealth fields, assassins, and more.

For the fallen to sue for peace?

It flew in the face of everything we knew of them, and that terrified me.

For years, we’d faced them, fought them in space, in the air above their worlds and facing each other in their ships, stations and on the ground.

Now they’d sued for peace, after almost destroying us? It just made no damn sense.

I watched the swirls of color, my understanding of how and why minimal, but finding it comforting at the same time, even as I worried over and over again about the change.

“Penny for your thoughts.” Panna whispered.

I smiled, looking down at her. “Hey, you.” I shook my head. “Sorry, I was miles away.”

“Thousands of them, from the look of it.” She agreed.

“Yeah, probably.”

“So, you gonna make me drag it out of you, then?” She asked, head cocked to one side as she smiled, tucking her short hair behind one ear. I shrugged dismissively. “No, I was just wondering about… all of it, I guess.”

“Memories?”

“No, the war.” I grunted. “I don’t dare think about my memories.”

“Yeah, that’s an understatement.” She sighed, sitting up and leaning over the side of the bed, grabbing a container and taking a swig. “So, which part of the whole fucked-up situation in particular?”

“All of it, literally.” I laughed, despite my melancholy. “We’ve got the fallen, their fucking name for themselves, which is just weird. They’re part of a massive empire, supposedly, and yet all we’re fighting is the local world? Why the hell are they so… so weird?”

“Aliens,” Panna answered with a shrug. “They don’t make much sense.”

“But they have to.” I argued. “They base their systems on logic and math like we do, or their ships wouldn’t fly. They act in ways we can predict normally, so why the fuck…”

“Why don’t they just bring a massive fleet in and wipe us all out?”

“Yes!”

“Look, they think they fell from grace, from their goddess, right?”

“Yeah?”

“Maybe they’re trying to prove themselves?”

“Then why slaughter everyone?”

“Maybe they think it brings them closer to god?”

“I hate that theory.” I muttered. “Might as well say they do it ‘because’ and leave it at that.”

“So, let me guess, you’re sat here supposed to be working on the jumpspace calculations, and instead, you went down the rabbit hole?”

“Maybe…” I muttered, getting a hard stare from her.

It’d have been a lot more terrifying and impressive, if she weren’t naked. She’d barged in not two hours ago, on my off shift, to declare I needed to reset my mind.

I’d been confused for about three seconds, until she’d tugged the release on her flight suit and shown me that, under it, instead of the usual amazingly unsexy standard-issue underwear we all wore, she was naked.

I’d had my mind thoroughly reset.

Fuck, it’d been blown to the point that fuses were melted and the entire circuit board needed replaced, which was probably why I kept going off on tangents, rather than concentrating on the theory of the jumps.

“You need to work on it. You’re the last of us on the program, and you damn well know the effect it’ll have on morale if you crash out!”

With that, she rolled off the bed, graceful as a damn cat, as always, and started climbing into her suit.

“You’re leaving so soon?” I asked her, disappointed.

“Well, if I stay… what will I do?” She asked seriously, scratching at the back of her head and shrugging, her small but perfectly formed chest bouncing.

“I… umm…”

“Exactly.” She shook her head. “Look, I made the first move because you were obviously never going to. If you want to? We can play again, I’d like to, I’ll be honest. But if you don’t? No hard feelings, okay?”

“Okay?” I said slowly, a bit concerned by the business-as-usual attitude she was giving me.

“Look, Ajax,” Panna said, leaning in close and smiling gently, before kissing me quick and hard. “You know where I am, and when I’m free. You’ve got leave for the whole day tomorrow to do your exam. Finish early, and if you want?”

“I can do you after the exam?” I asked, grinning and getting a naughty smile in return.

“Believe me, I’m going to be using the lift, instead of the stairs, because I don’t trust my legs after that, so yeah. You earned a second go… provided you pass that damn exam!”

“Now there’s incentive,” I whispered, standing and reaching out, snagging one hand as she straightened, shrugging her shoulders into the suit and drawing the zip up.

I pulled her close, kissing her back, tasting her breath, the drink, and a slight tinge of recent sweat on her lips, before she pushed me back, grinning, and stepped into her boots.

She bent over to fasten them, and I stared at her ass, realizing just how damn nice it was, especially without that awful underwear to ruin its outline.

“See anything you like?” She asked, having caught me looking. I grinned, wondering just how many times I’d looked at her ass like this over the last few months.

A minor detail pinged my brain, and I spoke as I realized the truth of it.

“You don’t wear underwear under that suit much, do you?” I asked.

“Depends… if I think someone might finally take a hint and help me to climb out of it, then no.” She said, winking and strolling to the door, taking my damn drink with her.

“Study hard, dear!” she called over her shoulder, laughing as she stepped out into the corridor of pilot country.

All the pilots for our hangars lived here, close enough to reach the ships with minimal time, and the doors opened onto a central common room.

With her words, the three people playing cards in there looked over, seeing me standing, naked, looking broken and worn out as she left the room.

“About damn time!” Christoph called to her, lifting one hand and getting a high five as she walked past him, the door sliding shut mercifully at that point.

I dropped back onto the bed and groaned, rubbing at my face before admitting to myself that I couldn’t stop smiling.


Chapter Eleven

The exam went well, and afterward, finding that I was down to the final two, well, the afternoon went better. Panna swapped her shift with a friend, pulled in favors from the captain of the wing to make sure nobody complained, then dragged me to bed for the entirety of it.

There were rules about fraternization between pilots, especially in the same wing, as the core worried that we’d put one another’s safety above the mission. But, considering there were much more serious rules about superior officers and their subordinates, and Captain Rufus—who by now just got called Sausage, thanks to his favorite game apparently being hide the sausage—had practically moved into Christoph’s room with him…

Well, nobody really gave two shits anymore.

The admiralty was weirdly silent on the whole thing, considering that as time went on, the entire cadre of the hangars had basically started shagging anything that moved, but it was marked down to the whole daily brushes with death thing, and we all moved on.

The ship was fully segregated now, the hangars and medical, the production areas and storage that made up pilot country on the carrier was strictly maintained, with a handful of the only marines aboard dedicated to the only doors that led between the floors.

We’d even had the space suits removed and the emergency kits stripped down, so we couldn’t climb around on the outside.

Supposedly, it was because the inhabitants of the rest of the ship still had their nanites, and they were intact, so it made a sort of sense, after all. One of our greatest strengths was the nanite interface, and we knew that the fallen had been trying to get access to it.

We’d made damn sure that all nanites had a scrub built in, rendering them dead, should the fallen attempt extraction and the production systems for them were heavily guarded.

Rumors abounded of the test worlds, where nanites were set free, permitted to evolve naturally, to see what they could become. But the same people who swore that was true promised each other they’d love them forever, the credits were in the mail, and they’d not cum in each other’s mouths.

Not without a warning, anyway.

I stretched, feeling my back click, and I tried not to fall out of the tiny bunk, catching myself just on the edge, and let out a relieved breath… until Panna pushed me.

I hit the floor with a grunt, a snigger sounding behind me. I cursed her, laid on the cool steel of the floor, face-down and naked.

“Do you know how cold this floor is?” I called up to her, turning and staring upward.

“I know how much more comfortable the bunk is now with you out of it, so I don’t really care, to be honest.” She scooted to the edge of the bed and peered down.

I turned my head, frowning further at her evil smile.

“So, you going to get up?” she asked. “Or should I call Christoph and Sausage in? They’d love this view, I bet.” She looked down at my ass and back up suggestively.

“I’m sure they’ve got better taste than my ass.” I muttered, clambering to my knees and letting her draw me in for a long kiss.

“Oh I don’t know,” she whispered thoughtfully. “You tasted pretty good to me earlier, and I like that ass.”

“Mmmm.” I agreed noncommittally, lowering my head to her chest and kissing the gentle swell of one breast, my left hand sliding down her stomach and reaching lower.

She spread her legs for my wandering hand and reached over the side to grip me, stroking gently before tugging upwards insistently.

I stood and let her drag me back onto the bunk, this time straddling her as she smiled up at me and reached out to me with her tongue.

URGENT: Pilot Ajax Drakos to Sickbay-03

The sudden message, plastered across the LENs I had forgotten to remove, was mimicked on the screen on my side wall and on my BAT where it lay on the bedside table, totally ruining the moment.

“What?!” I moaned in horror. “NOW?!”

“Better go,” Panna said firmly, then, proving she was perhaps the most evil woman in existence, pulled hard on my ass, pushing me forward and deep into her mouth.

She bobbed her head, fast and hard, tongue working me expertly, wiping my mind of anything and everything, except what she was doing, for several seconds. Then she pushed me back, gasping as she allowed herself some air.

“Go on,” she panted, grinning up at me.

“Oh you fucker!” I gasped.

“Go on!” She repeated, pushing me back and grinning as she turned on her side, watching me as I clambered off her and started searching for my clothes.

It only took a minute to dress, but with the way she was lying, half on one side, the smile she was giving me, and the way her other hand was down under the thin blanket, moving steadily.

“You’re evil,” I whispered, stepping closer and pulling the blanket back, watching her as she rolled onto her back and smiled up at me, continuing to work while I watched her, letting out a little gasp.

“I’m… going to stay… here a while,” she groaned as I pulled on my BAT and glared down at her. “Maybe if… you’re quick in sickbay?” She let out another little gasp, and I growled, determined that whoever had decided I was needed right goddamn now was going to pay, as the alert flared again.

I about-faced and headed out of the door, deliberately not looking back, because I damn well knew I barely had enough self-control to keep moving as it was.

I hurried along the corridors of the ship, nodding brusquely to people as they called out greetings and good luck or congratulations, depending on their level of knowledge.

The entire trip was spent trying to think calming thoughts, considering I’d had no idea just how brazen or fun Panna was until the last twenty-four hours.

We’d been friends since we’d awoken in that corridor together months ago, the pair of us constantly battling for the lead in the squadron and out of it, games, gambling, even maintenance.

She swore her team was better, and her Paladin, even though it was obvious to everyone that mine was the best. Now, it was like someone had turned the world sideways, and not only was she no longer the same Panna, but she was also better in every way.

I’d thought about her before in that way. Of course I had, I spent all day with her, and she was pretty, hell, she was beautiful, but… I’d not thought she was that interested, not in me like that, anyway.

Apparently, judging from the “about damn time” comments I’d been getting since yesterday, I’d been the only one who thought that. We’d literally spent pretty much every waking moment since we’d come to in the corridor months ago together, and the last twenty-four hours had basically cemented that, feeling like we’d been involved forever, rather than a damn day.

I took another right, almost knocking a doctor in a long coat from his feet as he hurried in the other direction, before grabbing his wrist and helping him stay on his feet.

“Ajax!” he said, grinning. I paused, brain flashing for a second before the LENs updated with the data, and I forced a smile.

“Jason Adams?” I queried. “Damn, doctor, right?” I corrected.

He laughed, clapping me on the shoulder and drawing me toward sickbay.

“Don’t worry, the new LENs updates are terrible. Less than half the crew have their names in, so far, and most of them are wrong, but that’s life! So, are you ready?”

“Ready for what?” I asked, confused, getting a frown from him.

“For the nanites?” he asked, dropping his voice.

“The WHAT?” I asked, stunned.

“Didn’t they tell you what the final phase was?” He asked, shushing me suspiciously quickly.

“No, just that it was in sickbay…”

“Dammit, always with the secrets!” he cursed, rubbing at his mouth, glancing around as we passed into the bay before splitting off from the main walkway through the doors at the back.

This section of the bay had been cordoned off, and a dozen technicians were there, standing around with a variety of expressions on their faces ranging from boredom to panic to excitement. None of them inspired any confidence in this, considering they all looked to be as young as I was.

None of the crew were out of our twenties, a fact that had been commented on more and more as weird, considering the admiralty were all much older, from the infrequent messages we got from them, but that was life. You accepted that on a warship, fast reflexes and fit bodies on the front line were important.

That the scientists that were working on the nanites were the same age as me? That… that didn’t sit well with me, and I damn well hoped that their memories were coming back to them at least.

Or not.

“Uh, Jason?” I asked, before trying again. “Doctor Adams…”

“Jason, Ajax, it’s fine,” He assured me.

I stepped to one side, speaking quietly. “The, uh…” I started. He grinned, holding a hand up to cut me off. “They’re all young, I know, but they’ve been working their asses off, and I trust them to have fixed anything that can be fixed.”

“Damn well hope so.” I grunted, then shook my head. “But no, uh, look. We hear rumors all right? On the flight deck? Pauline, Quartermaster for the…”

“This about the ROT?”

“Yeah.” I admitted, nodding.

“It’s real,” he said slowly. “Look, remember this is a volunteer not a volun-told situation; you can still back out if you want to. But the process will take a good few hours, followed by days of activation. Are you in or out? We can talk about the… that other thing, when there’s nobody else around that might carry tales.”

“I’m in,” I said flatly. I’d known there might be changes, the talk had been about a direct neural port interface, so the possibility of getting my nanites back was… well, it was wonderful, even if these kids were doing it.

“Then let’s get you prepped and get the ship sailing!” he said louder, clapping me on the shoulder and dropping his voice. “We’ll talk later, okay?”

I nodded, letting him guide me to the back of the room, where a second door opened, and the scientists followed us inside.

Instead of the usual sickbay, there was a single, wide room, a dozen stations set up for monitoring, and two man-shaped tables in the middle of the room, complete with straps and automated syringes.

“This isn’t scary at all,” I muttered.

Jason chuckled. “Oh, I know, did you notice the blood troughs on the floor?” “Last chance to back out…”

I swallowed hard, feeling cold all over. “Nope, umm, question though?”

“Yeah?”

“What the fuck is going on?” I asked plaintively. “Seriously, I mean, I get what you’re saying about the nanites. And fuck yes, I want them back, if there’s a way we can manage it, but then what?”

“Shit, they really didn’t tell you anything, did they?” He cursed then nodded. “Okay, quick, quick version. You passed the tests with flying colors, Valor Kunitz is on his way down as well, he’s your partner in pain for this. Both of you got a single point apart on the tests, and your genetic viability was within three percent of the ideal.”

I nodded, pretending I had a fucking clue what we were talking about.

“Nanites aren’t Earth tech, you knew that, right?”

I shook my head, eyes widening in shock as one of the scientists snapped at the doctor that it was classified.

“Yeah I know,” he muttered, waving at the grim-faced man. “Look, the nanites aren’t ours originally. Even the elves don’t know that, but wherever they came from, they refuse to bond with certain genetic markers; that’s why the elves can’t use them. We can replicate them, but only extremely slowly in a lab. In a living body, though? They seek equilibrium with ALL of it. They explode in the first few days, dozens making hundreds, hundreds making millions, then inside a year, they’re online, colonizing optical, audible, and other nervous systems, creating a link to whatever framework they’re connected to.”

He gestured around as another of the scientists brusquely ordered me to strip.

I did it, hesitating only a few seconds to send Panna a message.

Enjoy yourself, I’ll be here a while…

“That message was blocked,” one of the scientists said flatly.

“I was telling my friend I won’t be able to meet her,” I explained with a frown.

“Yeah, they’re a bit security nuts, sorry.” Jason said before going back to the explanation. “So, the nanites… they breed inside a human body, for some reason. The elves managed to wipe most of ours, that’s what triggered the memory wipe. Although we don’t know if that was intentional, it certainly worked in their favor. The nanites were wiped, but over time, they’ve actually started to…”

“That’s not important.” A new voice said, smiling smugly as he went on. “After all, they were only first-generation, anyway.” One of the scientists stepped forward, wearing a smug smile. “I’m Doctor Albright, lead scientist on the nanite project.”

“Right?” I agreed as he gestured to the table, and another of the scientists collected my clothes and gear.

“And the LENs and ring.” The unnamed man said firmly, nodding to my hand. I bit my lip, not knowing why the ring was so important to me, only that it was.

I sucked on my knuckle for a second, then twisted the ring free, wincing as I forced it over the joint. Then I handed it to him, accepting the small container for the LENs and plucking it free with a wince as I peeled it from my eye.

The Lenticular Enhancement Node system, a complicated name for a damn important part of shipboard life, was the link between the BAT on my wrist and what I saw, as far as the outside world went.

The nanites we usually had embedded would interact internally with us, every word I read, every name I heard, all of it, would be stored internally by the nanites for reference, easily pulled up. The BAT and LENs would overlay external data for us from external sources then it was down to the meaty lump of a brain to mesh it all together.

Scientists had been saying for years what everyone in the mess knew: the next step would be to do away with the BAT and LENs entirely and simply have the nanites perform that as part of their function.

They’d just not managed it yet.

“The second generation nanites are still locked from exterior interaction…” The scientist droned on. I sighed, another hope dashed. “But they’re also locked from any kind of elven purge. We’ve spent months working with the RIs to counter-code these, and if they…”

“WHEN they work!” Doctor Albright corrected quickly, gesturing to the table again.

“Yes, of course!” he agreed, moving quickly to cover the “minor issue,” and making my butthole pucker as I climbed onto the freezing cold steel bench. “When they work, you’ll be able to interface directly with the Paladin through the augmentation.”

He held up a small jar filled with a blue liquid that I stared at in confusion.

“What, do I chug it?” I asked Jason, shivering. “Seriously, this table is cold guys!” I complained.

Jason smiled, reaching out and taking the jar, moving it closer so I could see it. “The liquid is a suspension and sterilization medium. If you look closely, you’ll see a small metal object.”

I squinted, seeing something, but the way the light reflected off the jar…

“I think so?” I agreed.

“It’s a dataport,” he explained. “Like the connections you have on the suit, leading to the BAT. This is the same, except your nanites will bond to it and communicate through it.”

“Where,” I started to ask, and the lead scientist spoke up.

“The back of your skull. It requires access to your occipital lobes.”

“Okay, I really fucking don’t like the sound of that,” I said, blanching. “You’re going to drill a dataport into the back of my head? Have you ever seen the shit that collects in the average port?”

“It’ll have a cover.” Jason said soothingly. “It’ll be free of your helmet, as well, although the helmet will be adjusted to allow access to the Paladin through that port. Instead of the mix of the systems granting the feeling of flying your ship, you’ll become literally one with the Paladin.”

“Sign here,” I was ordered as a form was shoved under my nose, the datapad flashing where it needed my fingerprint. I hesitated for a long minute, then as Valor—Val—walked in the door, I blew out a long breath and laid my finger on the reader.

“I, Ajax Drakos, of sound mind and body, agree to this.” I said firmly, wincing as the reader took a drop of blood to check for drugs or other contaminants.

A long few seconds elapsed while I waited as Jason greeted Val. The beep rang out, followed by a chime that announced to the world I was clean.

It was stupid. I’d not had a drink in months, and certainly nothing beyond the drugs the sickbay had shot me full of, but still, there was that little worry that they’d find something.

The pad was whisked away, the nearest man stepping in to shift me slightly on the table before strapping me down.

I frowned, seeing the leather cuff around… around steel? They were literally chaining me to the table, and Val looked confused as well as he saw it.

He opened his mouth, asking a question of Jason, before a hand clamped down on my neck, holding me steady, as other hands went on strapping me down. A sudden pain in my neck was followed by a sharp hiss, and a pressurized injection gun was lifted clear of my neck, even as Val was being ordered to his table.

I frowned, opening my mouth to ask about being volunteers not volun-told, before I sagged, the world spiraling out of focus as a bright light, similar to that of a dentist’s chair, was moved into place above me, then despite the light, the world went dim, and I fell away.


Chapter Twelve – Present Day

I slid back, the rapidly drying earth underfoot crumbling on top, while below it was still barely more than water driven muck.

I was filthy all over again, covered in dust, my mouth as dry as if I’d been sucking on the fusion exhaust port, and I was covered head-to-toe in smeared mud and worse.

I’d been carried miles downriver, well out of the area I’d examined in any depth, and the area I thought I was in? Well, I was probably fucked.

I was right on the furthest edge of the area I’d examined from above, so had only the vaguest outlines of the local area. There was a lot of grass around and heavily stripped trees, which suggested something in the area liked to gnaw on them.

Or the water that ran through here was fucking acidic.

Or both, really, the way my luck was going.

The memories of a previous life, vivid as if they’d just happened when I awoke, were dying away, details vanishing as the minutes then hours passed. I didn’t know if I was relieved or terrified about that.

It had to be the ROT, after all, otherwise…

I was maybe in my biological twenties? About that? The records said I was twenty-two, and my body certainly felt like it, but I’d remembered having kids.

Of years passing, my marriage, watching my kids growing up, all of it, and that didn’t make sense. I resolved to try and bury the memories, ignore them. The advice we’d been given was that it was a data-packet, and the more you focused on it, the more it’d download into your brain, but… it’d felt real. It hadn’t felt like fake memories, it’d felt like, like me.

I got back to it, clambering doggedly up the side of a steep hill, the only such one around that I could see, and my only hope for a clear view of the surrounding area.

I didn’t even know if it was still the same day as I’d been shot down, after the various blows to the head, I could have been here for a week.

I slid backwards, bracing one foot against an exposed rock, then adjusted my flight suit and grumbled under my breath. I had no idea how Panna had been so damn comfortable naked under the damn thing; I’d taken the opportunity in the river to dispose of the glorified diaper underwear, granting it a final one-fingered salute as it floated away downstream, probably killing off all the fish it passed as it went.

I’d been insanely relieved at the time, as well as pleased I was less stinky, but after half an hour of climbing… well, I was getting rubbed raw.

I grunted and clambered onwards, using my club arm to brace where I could; it was fuck all use beyond that, after all. The land around me was much lower than the canyon I’d tried to climb.

Here, it looked like the kind of land where settlers would have set up farms given the chance, spreading far and wide as they went, building houses and farmland.

Instead, there were occasional skeletons in the distance, gnawed-upon trees, and tracks here and there that looked fresh, much to my concern.

Add to that, the yellow line was back.

Twice now it’d flashed across my vision, since leaving the shallows, and each time, it’d left a grid system that seemed almost familiar behind when it left.

That was the risk, the greatest long-term one, anyway. The short-term risks were more along the lines of painful death by dismemberment and torture.

No, the real risk was the ROT, or Recollection Organic Takeover, which made little fucking sense at the best of times. It was something done by the elves as the nanites left our bodies.

The more tech we interacted with, the more likely it was that it’d happen eventually. For me, with the implant, I was at a much higher risk. People went mad, started attacking each other, and as near as anyone could figure out? That was where the saboteurs had come from. They woke up after the attack with fake memories that said we were all traitors to their alliance and, well, we didn’t know much more than that.

We were supposedly all off to eat babies or something. So they set off explosives and more, trying to take the ship out. The thought of that happening to me? It terrified me.

Knowing that I might wake up without my memories again, or worse, with new memories that told me that Panna was my most hated enemy, or that my friends were all out to get me?

In normal times, it’d be bad enough, but after months of us all dealing with the fact that we had no memories, thanks to the fucking elves already? Knowing that whoever we’d been before, that person was dead?

I could be Panna’s worst enemy. Hell, I could be her brother, despite the different looks and builds. It freaked us all out, things like that, and so we did the only thing we could do. We limited our interactions with the tech, where we could, and we got on with the war.

I wanted to remove my LENs as well, considering that my damn BAT was gone, so it wasn’t like it was going to be getting any input anytime soon. But if I did?

It’d be either dumped in a pocket and probably lost, or it’d end up filthy, and if I did need to put it back in? It’d not be a pleasant experience. The LENs were usually left in for weeks at a time, with a new one delivered as the organic circuitry degraded.

The old ones were recycled, so, besides the time required to swap them out, there was no real cost to the devices beyond the energy sink.

They were magnificent in many ways, but they were severely reduced in functionality since the loss of the nanites. Now, without the BAT? Well, it was fucking useless.

Still, something stopped me tossing it, though. Perhaps the base had older kit lying about; an older model BAT would work with the LENs, but any old LENs were going to be fucked.

I continued to climb, doggedly, sliding one step back for every two I took upwards, but determined to damn well make it. If I could get high enough, I could at least see the surrounding land clearly.

I braced myself for a few seconds, got my breath back, then climbed on, determined to make it to the top of the ridge before noon.

I froze at that thought, then looked up again, studying the sky and searching. The sun… it was definitely climbing; hell, it was getting warmer as well. The sun beat down on my back as I worked, the material drying quickly.

That could only mean that I’d been out for a night at least, as this system only had one sun, right?

A pulse of yellow flooded my vision, dying away again, but leaving behind… orbital track mechanics.

I remembered this system vividly, the orbital details, possible hiding places in the asteroid belts, the jump points and likely ambush areas… all of it, it all came flooding back, along with the classifications on the star, the details of the worlds, and…

And it was all gone again.

I sat down hard, staring at the sky, squinting as I made out the faint outline of the nearest jovian, the striated bands of gray and ochre that smeared its surface barely visible from here, but…

I’d known its mass, the chemical breakdown, the best potential depth for using a cloud scoop to mine it. All of the data had been there, dimly glimpsed as I’d scrolled through the system notes.

The cloud scoop was old tech, mentioned on a breakdown of the system as something they’d once done here, but beyond that, everything, and I mean everything about the system that I’d seen as I’d been examining it had come back all at once, stored and easily referenced.

That it had done that, then had gone again?

I forced myself to breathe then to get back to my feet.

It wasn’t safe here, not out in the open. Hopefully, the elves thought me long dead, but there was no need to run the risk of proving otherwise. I spotted a narrow ledge further up the climb, and decided I’d aim for that, get up there, and start searching. Maybe I could find somewhere to hole up and rest, try and figure out what the hell I was doing.

I deliberately didn’t let myself fixate on things any further. Either my mind was breaking under the strain of the ROT or…

I was pushing myself up the steep side of the hill when the second possibility made me grunt in sudden renewed hope.

Or the phase-two nanites were finally activating.

We’d been told they would take months, possibly longer to reach critical mass. Yeah, the visions, the sudden burst of knowledge that I’d had but forgotten, they could be either thing.

I picked up speed, shrugging my left shoulder uncomfortably, coughing and blinking as a wave of nausea flooded through me, but I kept going.

I’d used the cloth to cover my left hand again, unable to bring myself to look at it anymore.

Whatever passed for the local insect-life here had identified rotting flesh and open wounds. When I’d woken up, there’d been things wriggling in the torn flesh of the fingers.

I didn’t have long. I knew that, intellectually as well as physically, considering that I was drenched in sweat, my mouth was parched, and I was fairly sure that the goddamn awful smell I kept catching a whiff of, despite my recent “bath,” was actually me.

Literally rotting.

I’d had an infection building before now, the BAT had cheerily informed me, and that was before the local wildlife laid eggs and whatnot in my fucking arm.

My best chance for survival was to cut the arm free. I forced one foot in front of the other as I went on, the horror of that thought robbing the world around me of color.

I had to cut my own arm off, and I had nothing besides the flight suit.

I literally didn’t have so much as a sharp rock, never mind the kind of tools I’d need to hack through the bone, and… I glanced down involuntarily at the hand and saw the rough cloth bandage shift slightly.

There was something alive in there, and it wasn’t me.

It was wrapped as tight as I could get it, one-handed, around the remnants of my fingers and…

I swallowed against the horror and kept going.

The hill leveled out as I went upwards, the waterlogged dirt that had been so hard to climb earlier gradually fading to rock that was covered with gray-brown lichen.

I picked up speed, hurrying to the top, half-hoping to see the base closer than expected and terrified at the same time.

Instead, I saw untouched wilderness.

The trees were thicker packed than they looked from above, the foliage blending with the stone surroundings to heavily overgrow what had seemed a desolate and sparsely covered land from orbit. I quickly scouted out the hilltop, comparing it to my memories of the local area and cursing that the bastard thieving elves had taken my BAT.

Looking at the canyon in the distance to my right and comparing it roughly to my memories of the area, I should be able to reach the base if I went in that direction? Maybe?

There were a lot of trees there, but to the left and down the hill, there was a valley. It was sparsely covered with trees, as I’d seen before, dotted with skeletons. Great, bleached sections of gray and white bones.

I instinctively wanted to avoid that area; even the trees were dying, after all, but, why?

As near as I could see, there was nothing there. Yeah, a predator would be able to hide at this distance easily, fucking tigers managed it, and they were bastard orange for fuck’s sake.

I’d watched the old movies with Panna, and how the hell something like that was supposed to have hidden in the wilderness was beyond me, but apparently they had.

That wasn’t the point, though. I slinked to some stiffly slanted rocks and ducked into the lee of them, getting any shelter I could from being seen and the merciless sun.

No, the point was, if something was hunting that area so heavily that I could see it from here, then why was there such a clear line of trees and surviving woodland?

They should be the same, as close together as they were, surely? After all, I couldn’t imagine any reason a tiger, or whatever animals they had here, would just hunt that bit of land and ignore the section right next to it.

I leaned against the rock, wiped my brow, and grimaced as the roughness combined with the sweat.

I was caked in dirt, sweat, and more. I’d been working my way up the hill for the last hour easily, maybe longer, yet felt absolutely no need to relieve myself, so even without the sweating, I knew I was dehydrated.

This was not going to be a fun journey.

I blew out a long breath, then shrugged. It wasn’t like I could die twice, after all. I was on a hostile world, one that was going to be glassed by my friends as soon as they could. The locals were elves, so they’d happily torture and probably eat me.

The local wildlife… I glanced at the bleached and broken skeletons in the distance and shrugged again. Something was killing things around here, and I had a hell of a distance to go to get back to the base I needed to rob.

Add to that, I was literally lugging my rotten limb around, which was slowly poisoning me and would draw animals from near and far with the stench. And the base I needed to reach?

It was probably either a pirate base or AI-controlled, and either way would be hostile, not to mention probably having absolutely fuck-all use for me.

All in all, my day was going pretty shittily at the minute. The weirdest thing was that I actually felt better about it all, now that I’d put it that way.

I’d give myself two hours, tops, then the whole thing would be over. I was almost relieved; I was that ready to roll over and give up.

I’d try, though, for Panna and the others.

I had one last glance around, watching the sky, the rocks and the trees, scouring the area, before deciding that the simplest course of action was the best.

I’d run where I could and head straight in the direction of the base, through the heavily wooded area. Either I’d make it, or I’d find out why the area was left alone.

Either way, my other choices were to head farther right and climb back up the canyon, then I’d need to head to the left anyway eventually, or go left and loop around to the right to find the base.

Fuck it.

That in mind, I started off, stooping to pick up a rock as I passed one that looked roughly fist-shaped.

I held it tight, amused by the difference between my usual arsenal that could reach out and touch someone across a star system, if I could get my targeting right, and a rock, which was about as old school as it was possible to get.

The slope down to the trees was a lot gentler on this side, almost pleasant. But here and there, I spotted well-worn tracks that seemed to lead down to the river, looping around the hill I hurried down. I hesitated for only a second.

I should probably avoid the tracks.

I should probably skirt the entire area.

Hell, I should probably have pretended to be sick and not flown the mission, or just have not gotten shot down. I most definitely should have died rather than ending up where I was now, so fuck it.

I shifted to the left, jogging down the hill, and picking up speed. The trees, as I started to pass under them, weren’t bad. They had strange branches and trunks, with the leaves being occasionally like leaves, but more often like roots, weaving together to form a much more solid canopy than I was expecting.

The heat from the sun, climbing steadily towards its highest point, dropped dramatically. I let out a sigh of relief as I headed into the dappled forest, staggering slightly on the uneven ground and picking up speed to force myself to maintain a steady jog.

It went well, for the first few minutes. The coolness was massively appreciated, as was the cover from any elven craft passing overhead.

Things only really started to go downhill as the downward slope increased in sharpness, when I passed the first skeleton.


Chapter Thirteen

The body wasn’t old, the gleaming bones showed that. Rather than being yellowed and cracked with age, they practically gleamed.

They were bare of any flesh and lay scattered by the base of a large tree, with shreds of a leathery material around them.

I slowed, despite myself, and diverted over, moving off the beaten path and closer.

The skeleton was bipedal. It wasn’t elven, not with those teeth. The skull more closely resembled a horse, with stubby tusks on either side of the mouth and sharp incisors, making me bite my lip as I tried to remember details.

I knew this race.

I definitely knew the race, I could see the damn thing in my mind. One of them hunched over a crate, wearing overalls in a dull red with white lines picked out, the shoulders with their spiked protrusions making the overalls look ridiculous. Its head hung low, the neck jutting out of the upper chest instead of above the shoulders. In my memories, it’d…

…she’d been cursing. Shouting about the shitty quality control for parts that we bought from a station, and that the printer who made them was clearly a drunk who’d been born through twelve generations of cousins inbreeding.

She held up a part, a scanner attached to it showing the metal that had dripped inside it, closing off two of the tubes that needed to hold the refraction lenses, and the hours of work that meant I’d have to do, using a tiny goddamn spinner jammed into it as I tried to wear it down millimeter by millimeter until it was perfect.

I remembered it, and I saw the goddamn walls, the old battered hull, and the sweatshop of an office I’d shared with her and three others, working as engineers aboard the freighter, keeping it flying.

I stumbled, almost falling to the forest floor as I panicked, recognizing, yet knowing that the memory had to be false! I was older, much older, my fifties at least, my right hand replaced with a cheap cybernetic one, the attachments it could hold and run more important than anything else.

I looked down at the skin of my hand as it was now, seeing it, knowing this was my fucking hand, and yet. I remembered losing the hand. I remembered an engine part, something for the fusion drive that was being lowered into place, and a goddamn wrench someone had left in the way about to fuck the insanely expensive bit of kit up.

I’d shouted a warning and grabbed at it, just as the unit was lowered, the flesh crushing, bones snapping, blood bursting free… but the engine part not receiving the damage it would have, had it been laid on the wrench, because my much softer hand had cushioned it.

The pain, the scream that was torn from me, the way that the engine had been frantically lifted away. Masha had not heard my first calls to stop because the lazy fucker had been listening to music again, hungover.

She’d heard my scream, though.

The race through the ship, blood leaking everywhere, the babbled apologies, then the captain, his face bone white as he realized what had happened, watching the replay of the bay, and the clear decision I’d made, saving a part that was worth nearly as much as the old damn freighter was.

Masha had been booted from the crew, her final warning having been and gone. I was promised a place on the crew for good if I wanted it, rather than just for the length of the contract I had with them to the…

It was gone again, the memory fading away like water on a hot griddle, a burst of details and then blankness.

I’d been going somewhere, somewhere to see someone, and I was aboard the freighter again, a fading memory of me deciding to stay aboard it instead of leaving to be with…

It was gone.

I looked down at the skull in my hands, torn between knowing it was from my enemy and remembering a friend? It was all gone again, the detail, at least, just broad outlines left behind, along with the knowledge that I spent longer than I should have been alive aboard a freighter. One that was built before I’d been born, and that I spent all day every day keeping intact and from becoming an extremely goddamn small and short-lived sun.

I remembered it, including the utter familiarity of working alongside… her? I couldn’t remember a name at all, or any personal details beyond the burst of memory, yet I knew I’d spent literally years working alongside her, while all I knew about this race before right now was that they were allies of the elves.

That didn’t mean that all of them were, of course. There were human pirates out there who dealt with the elves and smugglers, so surely there must be others of this race, whatever it was called, that were willing to work with us, but…

I shook my head. 

I couldn’t focus on this, it would be speeding up the ROT. I moved quickly, searching the bones, finding a dozen small metal objects, probably buggered due to the time in the wild that had broken the body down.

There were several bits of torn cloth, none of which gave me any hint as to who they’d been, but I gathered them up, determined to use them to do something with my arm.

I bundled the metal objects together, along with a small memory crystal, a fingernail long and gray-blue. I pressed it, holding the indent in the top, and a small image was projected a few inches ahead of me, the creature whose corpse I knelt by, possibly, and three others.

I winced as I realized they were kids playing with a parent, and… the parent was now long dead. I pocketed it all, searching again, hoping against hope I’d find a weapon or someth-

The shine of something half-buried under another bone caught my eye, but I broke off as a rustle sounded nearby, making me spin in place, searching for the source of the noise.

There was nothing there, nothing at all.

I turned slowly, seeing that there were definitely no creatures anywhere near me, but… I looked back, reaching down and grasping the filthy metal, rubbing dirt free as I stared, confused, at a connection for a cybernetic limb.

It was an upper leg, judging from the connection, but…

I moved quickly, trying to unearth more of it, finding the strange roots that made the canopy up overhead were heavily interlaced, and more so beneath the body, as if they were cradling it.

There were also other bones, older bones beneath it. I frowned, finding them equally stripped clean, yet undamaged.

One looked to be the skull of a hunting cat of some kind, narrow, with small yet vicious teeth. I frowned, wondering why the hell there’d be so many bones below this one.

I pulled free the cybernetic limb, finding it heavily corroded, entire sections rusted while others gleamed as bright as the day they were manufactured.

It didn’t make sense, not for so many corpses to be here, not unless the entire ground here was a graveyard?

I turned slowly, clutching my prizes as I focused, trying to pick out patterns and more.

At first, the ground all around me was fairly smooth, occasional roots showing up, but that was it. Mainly, it was low plants, maybe six or seven inches high from the ground, with vines that grew up the trees in some kind of symbiosis.

I yawned, exhausted after all the events of the last few days, and shifted uncomfortably, finding my arm had become a dead—heh—weight, and damn, was I tired!

I looked about, gathering the bits up, thinking that I could find somewhere a bit more hidden and have a nap, when a slow movement nearby caught my eye.

I froze, thinking it was something sneaking up on me, and I moved only my eyes… before letting out a long breath in relief as I saw it was only a fucking plant.

A flower, one of the big purple bastards that seemed to be everywhere, now that I looked, they dangled from the vines all around me, swelling up from the floor and—I cracked another yawn, unable to help myself—it was weird, I’d not been that tired before, more uncomfortable, with my arm and everything, but right now?

Fuck, I was exhausted. All I needed was Panna here, and I’d be happy. I could just settle back, lie down for a bit in the flowers, there were so many, after all.

Nobody would see me here, not with all the… I blinked, confused, as I spotted more flowers swelling up slowly, but far faster than my limited biology knowledge said flowers should be moving.

They opened, and a faint haze puffed into the air, making it hazy all around me as…

I slipped. I’d gone to lean back, making myself more comfortable, and I’d done what I’d done a million or more times, and gone to take my weight on my left arm.

An arm that was utterly dead now.

I collapsed, slipping sideways and smacking my head off the bark of the trunk, grazing the skin and leaving a smear of blood on the wood.

I hissed in pain, blinking as I reached up and felt my forehead, the hot sting of yet another wound, this one shallow, but feeling like someone had attacked me with a cheese-grater and…

And I froze, seeing the trunk ripple.

The trunk was covered in tiny, rough scales. The entire thing. I leaned in closer, seeing, now that I was looking, that the damn thing constantly shivered slightly.

The section that had gotten my blood on it, though?

That had vanished.

I reached out hesitantly, and was about to wipe my bloody right hand on the bark, when a momentary thought warned me against it. I shifted, unwrapping the left hand, and smeared blood on the now-black flesh, gagging with the smell.

The flowers around me shivered in response to the exposed flesh, as I used my right to lift my left, pressing the remnants of that hand against the bark.

The tree shivered again, and the fucking scales started moving!

They folded inwards, rubbing the rough surface against the putrefying flesh, carrying old and new blood, as well as tissue and flesh inwards, rippling over and over, seemingly fresh scales coming to the surface each time, and I hissed in horror and disgust.

I felt more awake now, much more awake as the flowers faded, their bulbous, purple heads slowly retracting. I blinked, the pain having given me a few seconds of clarity, and now the steady, gentle breeze carried the pollen or whatever it was away.

I swallowed hard, realizing exactly why this damn area was so heavily wooded, and the rest wasn’t.

This was a creature, a plant, fuck, I didn’t know the right terminology, but whatever it was? It was clearly luring creatures in, drugging them with the spores, then letting them die.

Something that lived in the next area over was killing this plant, keeping it out of their territory. They knew what it was, considering the trees that were stripped of any and all bark.

I vaguely remembered someone saying that if you stripped a ring around a tree free of bark, it’d die. I wasn’t sure if it was true; it sounded like something that would have been said in the pilot’s mess, usually after too much alcohol from the ship’s illegal still.

Even if it was, that was a terrestrial tree, and more to the point, a normal plant, not something that drugged and mulched its victims, but still, someone was doing something like that here.

I blinked, realizing that I must be more dazed than I thought, considering I was still fucking kneeling here!

I pulled back, starting to climb to my feet, and the tree shivered again, as did all the others nearby.

I froze, then laid my arm back down as the flowers started swelling up again. I pulled the cloth that I’d found on the floor up, taking one quick look over it, then covering my mouth and damn well hoping it wasn’t the remains of their underwear.

It was certainly cleaner than the cloth I’d been wrapping my knuckles in, though.

I crouched there, half up and down, watching the flowers as they swelled, the closest half dozen or so releasing again, before the majority of the others died away, thankfully.

I lowered myself slowly back down to the ground fully, breathing slowly and shallowly through the cloth as I waited, watching the way the pollen or spores or whatever floated away on the wind before sighing in relief when the air finally seemed clear again.

I’d spent a lot of the time I was waiting trying to pick out where this tree ended and the next began, before coming to a worrying realization.

I didn’t think this was a forest. There were some normal trees mixed in, well, normal for here, anyway, but… the vast majority were the trees with the vines and the flowers, and those fuckers had loads of trunks going down to the ground and up to the canopy, with dozens of branches each flowing out of the trunks, yeah.

What they didn’t have, as near as I could tell though, was an end. Not to any of the trees, not that I could see, anyway. They were all integrated into each other, branches rolling into another trunk and sliding down underground again.

Realizing that this might all be literally a single organism, meant that if I tried to run, considering how deep I’d come into the damn forest, I would probably trigger a massive response.

It also might not be just the bloody spores, if I tried to just sprint out. I wasn’t sure if the roots or branches or whatever they were could move, but if they could?

Looking up at the branches around me… one of those hitting me would fucking hurt.

I swallowed hard, looking down at the tree and seeing the inch or so of flesh that was gone already. I shifted slowly, looking down at the ground, and let out a relieved breath. The roots below were covered with dirt and bones.

They didn’t seem to have the same “eat that fucker” instinct that the tree had, but that just meant that they expected to get theirs some other way.

That, or I was fucking paranoid and imagining the whole thing.  Considering how heavily I was sweating now, the way my hand… my right one anyway, was shaking, and the way I was feeling?

I was either close to passing out from the infection, going mad from the ROT, or I really was surrounded by trees that were trying to drug and eat me.

I didn’t know which was worse.

I did know, though, that it gave me a chance.

The arm was dead, I knew that beyond any realistic doubt. The suit was cutting most of the blood flow off, but without actually cutting the fucker off and sealing it, there was just no way to stop the rotting limb from killing me.

Already, the dead flesh was poisoning me.

I’d been stuck on this world a day, maybe two, and I’d broken it literally before I even set foot on the ground. In that time, the damn thing had been fed upon by animals, gotten mud and who knew what in it, and now insects had laid eggs in it.

I was fucked, no matter what I did, and I’d been seriously considering using a rock to smash the arm to the point I could pull it off, if not for the fact that I’d yet to find anything remotely sharp, and the thought of pounding the flesh until I could tear it?

It’d been more than I could bring myself to do.

Especially as I’d be left with an open wound that would get infected and start the whole cycle again, unless I could somehow prevent, or at least reduce the speed the infection spread.

Now though? I had a chance, it was a shitty one, but…

I looked down at the remains of the cybernetic limb, fingering the antibacterial padding, then the collection of small metallic parts, then at the tree.

I had one chance, basically, and no choice, if I wanted to live.


Chapter Fourteen

I pressed the arm firmly against the tree and tried not to watch as it slowly shredded me, the scales folding over again and again, their serrated surface dragging more ‘meat’ inwards by the second.

It was an insanely quick process, which made me wonder about the bones, scattered around, as the tree literally dragged the bones in my hand inward, cracking them and filling the air with a splintering sound.

I couldn’t hold it any longer, despite my resolve and the fact that I’d had nothing but water for days and was dehydrated, I still somehow managed to throw up.

The acidic bile was stronger than normal, burning my mouth and nose as it left, making me moan, even as I forced myself to keep the hand. It was now drawing close to the wrist, pressed against the carnivorous fucking plant.

Seconds turned to minutes, and I vomited again, twice. Each time, the thin liquid was weaker and in smaller quantities, but seeing the long, white worms that were dragged out of my flesh…

It was just too much for me.

Minutes passed, and I found that I no longer needed my right hand to hold it in place, not now that the tree had a good grip, and it scared me even more.

I started rolling the cloth and technological sections of the flight suit back. The thin cabling and sensors weren’t much use, but the cloth might be yet, and I’d need something to bind the wound again, after all.

I pulled back as much of the suit as I could, the expanding emergency foam that had immobilized the arm being chewed up as well, with every sign from the tree that it was enjoying the meal, as I worked frantically higher up.

I took the skull on the floor and gripped it between my knees, grabbing onto the short ivory-like tusks and working hard on it, yanking it up and down, over and over again, masking the cracking and creaking of my arm with the sound of the skull fracturing.

As soon as the tusk came loose, I peeled the arm of the suit back as far as I could and started to attack the arm just under the shoulder.

It was dull, clearly not a weapon, as it might have been when the species was roaming its homeworld. Instead it looked to have been more a status symbol or decorative thing, judging from the lines of gold wire that ringed it.

I didn’t give a shit, though.

I stabbed it into the foam and dead flesh over and over again.

What I needed to do was to get the arm as clearly stripped, and as high up as I could, or I’d have no chance.

I needed the suit to keep the blood loss to a minimum, and I’d certainly need it and a workbench for the next phase of my plan. But without some actual tools, I was better off leaving some of the dead flesh to act as a cushion of sorts.

Yeah, it’d carry my life away sooner, but I was on an enemy world, surrounded by unknown dangers, with no tech to help and no weapons. Oh and again, my friends were going to glass the fucking planet soon.

It wasn’t like I had a great chance, regardless of the minor details.

I grunted, swallowing more bile as the tusk cracked the dried foam and shattered sections of it, letting the flake free, exposing more and more flesh beneath it. The lines of dark purification climbing up the gleaming white flesh only made me gag again.

It didn’t match with my memories again, as a memory of lying on a grassy hill somewhere, determinedly getting a decent tan surged up. I buried it just as quickly, growling.

The tusk was dull, but the flesh was weak, and I was slowly growing more and more delusionally enraged as I worked, each blow making my entire arm vibrate.

A dozen hits, and the tusk broke through the surface, finally. I pulled it back and stared down at the tiny hole before attacking it with renewed vigor.

A handful of minutes later, I’d managed to get the tip in, braced against the bone, which made me feel even more sick as the feeling of that shaking climbed my arm and passed into me.

Then I levered it back and forth.

The skin split slowly, tearing as I worked frantically, pushing it through and yanking hard left and right.

The skin ripped, muscles stripping free of the bone as I worked on. Blowing out and sucking down frantic breaths, I hissed in disgust and horror as I went on.

It took over an hour to clear most of the arm of skin, muscle, and more, leaving only the jutting bone. It was then, as I stared down at it, sandy-eyed, that I realized, if I had the water to spare?

I’d have been sobbing.

My arm was horrifically mauled, and if I didn’t get real medical attention soon, I had no chance.

I gathered up the cybernetic leg and the bits and got ready.

The minutes passed as the arm was consumed, moving higher and higher, the cracking and splintering of bone the only sound—besides my gasping breaths—in the forest.

Soon, though, it was done.

About three hours after I’d wandered over to look at the bones, the last of the flesh of my left arm, up to just below the shoulder, at least, was consumed, and the tree was crunching on bone.

I shook, biting down on the leathery clothing remains as I pulled back, gently but firmly.

For the bones to be left on the floor suggested two things to me, even in my half-eaten state.

First, if the tree-thing got a large bite of prey, it was consumed as quickly as possible, chewed up by the trunks so it wouldn’t be obvious to others passing by.

Secondly, the bones being left there, unchewed and intact, suggested that, if the prey fell to the floor, the tree was happy. As bodies decomposed slowly, they drew others over, out of curiosity, and the tree still got the nutrients.

Logically, if I saw a massive creature slumped by a tree, and it looked dangerous, I’d steer well clear. But a smaller one, laid on the floor, might draw me close enough to fall victim as well.

It was an incredibly fucking cunning trap, and hopefully, the tree would think its meal had simply fallen over and was rotting on the floor now.

After a few seconds of steady pulling, I managed to work the arm free as a section of bone was crushed. Sharp slivers splintered free, leaving a horrible, stringy mass of gooey flesh stretching between the tree and me before it finally broke.

My balance well and truly screwed, I almost fell over, and I deliberately didn’t look at the remnant as I wrapped it frantically with the remains of the sleeve.

It was done though, more or less, and I wrapped the spare cloth back around my head, winding it tight and leaving only my eyes and ears free.

Then I stood, angling myself to one side unconsciously as my ingrained weight distribution was well and truly fucked now, before starting to move slowly.

Flowers immediately swelled up, a handful at first, then more and more. They were clearly tracking me, considering how many bloomed around me. As they took time to appear, I moved fast and stayed ahead of the spore clouds.

I fell, twice I managed to catch myself, but as the minutes passed, and the faster I traveled, I fell more and more often.

Once I stood on the path, it was easier, but it was also both clearly traveled, as I’d guessed earlier, judging from the claw-tipped footprints, and surrounded by a high concentration of the vines sending up more and more spores behind me as I tried to jog.

At first, I saw nothing, well, besides the fucking flowers, anyway, but as time passed I saw more and more.

Little things that looked like rats were the first animals I saw. They had one larger rear leg, a tail, and two smaller front legs, with massive maws, oversized eyes, and flaps of skin that bounced and jiggled as they started to follow me.

One of the little buggers bounded along, leaping from stone to stone, making me think it was adapted to the forest, probably a carrion eater, until two more joined it. All three started to chase me, opening their massive mouths and giving off deep hisses as they did.

The fuckers had great long, pointy teeth, and they were fast!

I ran, having to concentrate fully on the route. The ground was uneven, stones scattered everywhere, and as I picked up speed, more and more hisses sounded around me.

“Oh, shit,” I whimpered, my breath coming fast and hard as I leaned into the run, the remains of the leg in my right hand slowing me down, but I didn’t dare drop it.

I followed the path deeper into the forest, conscious that my only fucking chance hadn’t changed. I had to get to that base. Rather than finding a way out of the forest, I had to go farther in. I needed to reach the far side and keep going.

The path ran up and down, side route breaking off. But I stayed on the thickest, heaviest-traveled route, while also trying not to think about exactly what was making the damn trail!

My breath was coming hard and fast, the tiny amount of sweat I had left in my body was rolling down me, drawing lines in the dirt as the path slowly climbed up another goddamn hill.

The flowers were blooming all around me, the frantic speed of earlier dying away as I wheezed and panted, trying to keep going as they spread, catching steadily up to me.

I staggered to the top of the rise, a small clearing where a fire had recently burned, giving me some peace from the flowers. I staggered to a halt, turning to look back at the creatures, knowing I couldn’t run any farther.

The only consolation, though, was that they couldn’t, either.

I could see two with perhaps a dozen more behind them, strung out and leaping through the slowly settling spore clouds.

Each leap of the creatures from stone to stone meant that the flaps of skin on either side lifted into the air as they fell. My mind raced as I watched them coming closer, staggering drunkenly.

They were drugged.

Fuck, they were heavily drugged!

When I’d run ahead of them, I’d set the clouds off, and they’d leaped through them! They must have some kind of resistance, and the skin flaps must be intended to cover their lungs or gills or whatever they had, so that they could still breathe without being drugged, but each leap uncovered them, and the little fuckers were sucking in great lungfulls!

I hefted the leg, knowing that I wasn’t going to get another chance like this. I needed to thin the pack that was following me, and despite the disgust it engendered, I also needed food and drink.

They might be alien, they might be fucking poisonous to humans, but that was a risk I needed to take. Right now, they were jumping bags of blood, as far as I was concerned.

Survival training, years ago in the academy, was clear on one thing. Survival meant doing what needed to be done, regardless of your wishes. Therapy could help you deal with what you’d had to do, but you had to be alive to get it.

I snarled and swung the leg back, holding it by the connection end, as I couldn’t afford to damage that any further.

The nearest one leaped into the clearing, and I stepped forward, swinging as hard as I could…

…and I fucking missed!

I missed massively, as my balance tipped, and I nearly fell over.

My missing arm! It’d thrown me off, even with this! I was like a drunken toddler as I tried to catch myself, barely managing to keep from falling over as the steady breeze blew the hilltop free of spores and the little creature landed, then twisted and leaped at me again.

I blocked it, barely, the leg held across my chest as its teeth bit down, clamping onto the metal.

I staggered backward, the weight of it dragging my club down as it bit and shook, seemingly confused as to why it wasn’t getting anywhere. I snarled in fury and stomped down on its head.

It let go, hissing as it backed up, shaking itself. This time, conscious that there was another about to arrive, I dragged the leg back behind my back then swung it overhead, bringing it down as hard as I could atop the little fucker, even as it gathered itself for another leap.

Instead, the club smashed its head in, driving it half into the ground with an abruptly cut-off squeal of pain, ending with a crunch of breaking bone.

I froze, staring down at the bloody mess before a sudden leap out of the corner of my eye got me moving again, dragging the club free to catch the next in line as it sprang at me.

This time, I managed to hit it, the club catching it under the chin and flipping the fucker over and over as it sailed past, teeth flying.

“Right, let’s do this!” I panted, lifting the club at the rest as they bounded and staggered toward me.

Two slumped to the floor, passing out from the spores, as another leaped… and plowed straight into a tree.

That still left plenty of them, though, and as they bounded up the bank, I got ready.

The next one was much the same as the second, leaping straight at me, mouth open, fangs on show. It squealed as the upswing took it hard under the mouth, shattering thin bones and sending it cartwheeling over and over, vanishing into the undergrowth.

The next, having leaped right after the other, got a downswing, sending it into the ground at speed, bouncing and rolling as two more leaped.

This time, I wasn’t fast enough, or I was too fast, depending on the point of view, as I dragged the club back across my body, right to left, staggering as my balance was off again, and half spinning around with its momentum.

The first of these two missed me, fortunately, my unintended staggering and spinning also threw me out of the damn things’ expected path. The other one, though, landed on target and sank its teeth into my upper right thigh.

I screamed, twisting and bringing the club down and catching it on the back, knocking it free and sending blood spurting.

I howled, barely able to keep upright as I punted the little fucker hard, sending it flying back into the forest below. Extending the club, I let the next one choke itself as it leaped at me, mouth open and the club rammed inwards.

I heard the gul-uck and grinned at the memory of Panna making a similar sound, before swinging hard to the left, sending the little bastard flying off the hilltop.

It seemed, once they were in the air, they were fucked, the more analytical part of my brain pointed out. The way their mouths opened, the eyes could no longer see ahead, so…

I smacked the club down on one from earlier that was attempting to crawl closer, its spine clearly not working right. Then I lifted the end free, blood dripping from it.

There were three more coming, and they were staggering; one had missed the rock it must have been aiming to land on, tumbling off into the underbrush and shaking the plants. A thick burst of spores launched, and I backed up slightly, limping.

The pair that were left gathered themselves and leaped at me.

I took two awkward steps to the left and swung hard to the right, hitting the nearest and smacking it off the top of the hill as the other flew past.

It landed hard, fell over as it tried to turn, then looked around, as if confused, until I stepped up from behind and punted it hard.

I swore, limping even more. The fuckers must have stones in their arses. But it went flying, smacking face-first into a normal tree farther down the bank and slumping to the floor, dazed.

I braced myself on the club, hissing in pain, blood leaking down my right leg. My left arm was fucking gone, shock roaring through me constantly as I considered the fucking state I was in. I barely held it at bay by the sheer knowledge that, if I gave in and allowed myself to rest? To collapse? I’d never rise again.

Time passed slowly as I stood there, breath hissing in and out, panting through the heavy cloth mask I’d made, as I waited, and waited… and waited.

After a handful of minutes, I let myself slump to one knee, then both, sighing in relief.

I’d either killed the little bastards, or they’d apparently all passed out from the spores.

I let myself rest for several minutes before forcing myself to my feet. A handful of the creatures remained, some living and drugged up to the eyeballs, and some dead, leaking blood.

I forced myself to go to each one, smacking the club down on their head to make sure of the kill, then dragged them back up the hill, hurrying out of the spores as they released.

Still, even with the mask, by the time I’d killed and retrieved ten of the little fuckers, I was staggering from more than the blood loss and wounds.

I slumped to the ground, checking to make sure. It was bare rock under me, as I shot a look at the goddamn trees and remains of the animals strewn around me.

I really, really didn’t want to do this, but… whatever was going on with the infection and everything else, I was literally dying of thirst, as well as starving.

I had no fucking choice.

I picked up the most intact of the creatures, not sure if I was pleased or furious that its blood was red. On one hand, it was more palatable, I supposed, making it easier to identify it as blood rather than some alien glowing fluid.

On the other hand, though, it was definitely ghoulish.

I used a freshly broken and jagged section of the club to shred the hair away from the biggest vein I could find on it, then I used the sharpish edge to cut the skin, sending the blood welling to the surface.

Then I bit down and sucked on it.


Chapter Fifteen

I drained the fucker dry. Literally.

At first it was hard, the unfamiliar taste, vaguely reminiscent of eggs, like the powdery shit they served in the mess and swore tasted just like the real thing, yet…

The more I had, the more I wanted.

I drained the fucker dry in minutes, even though it was dead, and I had to literally suck it out. When I was finished, realizing that I’d been sucking as hard as I could, shaking the damn corpse and tilting it this way and that, I tossed it aside and fixed on the next.

It was more damaged, blood leaking here and there, and I wiped the nearest wound clean before sucking on that one as well.

A minute later, my stomach rebelled, some side of me, clearly disgusted despite my body’s frantic needs, and I vomited blood everywhere, the shiny surface, like oil on water, glimmering in the dying light of the setting sun.

It took a long few minutes before I got the retching under control again, and this time, when I couldn’t take it any longer, and I went back to the corpses, I was more careful, drinking only a little then waiting a few minutes and taking more.

I didn’t know if it was my subconscious mind rebelling, something in the blood that was poisonous, or that my simian hind brain identified wrongly as being that, or something else, but taking my time, I managed to finish this corpse and keep the meal down.

I gave it a few minutes, eyeing the bodies, before forcing myself to leave it all alone.

Instead, I took the club and started looking it over, as well as the various bits and bobs I’d salvaged.

The majority of the random parts, like the crystal, were clearly personal in origin, and meaningless to a being from a different species, without any context for them, but the crystal still had a power source, tiny though it was, and that might be useful.

The other bits were practically scrap, but a few minutes, with a pair of dull, rounded rocks, one laid under it and one held tight in my hand, broke enough off one end of a level six inches long that I could use it as a shiv, should I need to.

That done, I slid it into a pocket and started looking the leg’s connector over more carefully.

It was about two feet long. The foot was missing, and the end of it was jagged now, but the section where it’d once latched onto the bones of its old user, well, that seemed fine.

I turned it over and over, examining the circular end with the bone nub that it still gripped tight, anchoring pins driven in deep. It was a little wider than my thigh, and the connection end was about three inches long, circular, with five pins extending inward to meet in the middle.

Then the connection met in a single length of metal that ran almost two foot before it was supposed to connect to something else, something that had been lost or stolen, or I’d totally missed.

Looking at the connector, though, it was a simple system, especially for an engineer…

… a pilot! I was a fucking pilot! I wasn’t a goddamn engineer, no matter what those memories said. Yes, I had basic engineering training, and yeah, as a pilot, we had to understand the basics of the operation of our craft. We had to know what it could do, so we could make it do things it shouldn’t.

But I wasn’t an engineer, for fuck’s sake!

But despite it all, and despite knowing that I shouldn’t be able to do this, I could see the potential of the unit I held. It was an advanced prosthesis, one that was built off the standard, basic design that was ubiquitous to the alliance. After all, why create a thousand different versions when you could make one that could be adjusted?

It made solid economic and engineering sense. Yes, the units would cost more at first to produce, but you’d make that up in quantity and not have to make a dozen different basic bits.

There would be a connector for this, if it was a ball joint. Otherwise, it attached, as this one had, to the upper leg.

I shifted it around, searching for the release, and found it after a few seconds, eerily similar to where my memories said it should be.

I’d had to rub dirt free to find it, and I stared down at the small gap, feeling a powerful surge of deja vu before I laid it down and pulled the homemade shiv back out of my pocket, slipping the tip into the gap and pressing hard.

It didn’t fit properly, not really, but it was close enough that there was a click a few seconds later. The connections released, sliding free on emergency power.

I laid the shiv down, reaching into the now-clear end and plucking free the bone spur, tossing it aside after a brief glance then looking down the length of the limb, squinting.

At the back, now exposed by the loss of the bone, was a small recess coated in a rubber-like substance, one that would be insanely useful right now, my weirdly accurate memories supplied.

It was chemically designed to prevent infection and rejection of the host matter, as well as to promote healthy tissue regrowth, and under that…

I levered it free, popping it out with the shiv again, and stared at the last glimmers of the limb’s power crystal.

This was what powered the connection between the limb and the person that wore it. It’d clearly been on since the damn alien died, draining steadily, then me triggering the emergency release had been the last straw.

I grinned to myself, reaching in and pulling the crystal free before searching for the memory crystal and laying that on the stone next to me.

“Sorry, mate,” I whispered, feeling a bit shit about it before carefully crushing the crystal with the rock.

Lifting the rock clear, I saw a collection of tiny parts, mostly shattered, the power crystal glimmering weakly in the middle.

I plucked it free, growling to myself as I slid it into the slot. It clicked in acceptance of the crystal, and I let out a sigh of relief for the first time in forever. The fucking elves were such assholes for compatibility, as this was clearly something that had been made in one of their manufactories.

The limb gave a little shiver as power flowed through it, and I yanked my hand free as the anchors slid out, searching. I waited as they closed, meeting in the middle, then retracting, waiting.

I swallowed hard, wondering if this was really a good idea. After all, the limb could be used as a club instead.

But, a little part of me whispered, replacing the cover and attaching the limb to my own injury should—until the crystal ran out—help to contain the infection.

Also, while it was straight and not bent in the right places, the damn thing was two feet long. That was slightly shorter than the average arm.

Yeah, it’d be anchored to a weakened limb, one that was actually fucking dead. But I could rotate the shoulder; it was the weight of the dead mass before that was the problem.

This was considerably lighter, and, if something attacked me again, it was also fucking solid.

I blew out a long breath and replaced the padding and protective sheath, then slid it carefully over the exposed bone. There was a second as it waited for the unit to be seated and held in place—these things were normally done in a hospital, after all—then the anchors slid out, punching into the cracked and weakened bone.

I released it, half expecting the whole thing would slide out, dragging fragments of bone with it, but surprisingly, it held!

I shifted it back and forth, feeling a little looseness, and moved quickly, rolling the sleeve down and cutting it as best I could with the shiv, then winding it in and out of the cybernetic limb, tying it into place as firmly as I could.

There was nothing I could do to stop the putrefaction process, I had to be realistic about that, but the anti-infection field the limb generated was my best chance.

I made sure it was fully wrapped, or at least as much as I could, then I forced myself to drink another of my blood pouches, torn between frantically wanting to consume them all and desperately wanting to vomit it all up.

I didn’t know what it was, it wasn’t the flavor, that was for sure, besides reminding me of processed eggs, which I hated, it was also that I was sucking the fucking lifeblood out of rodents.

And yet…

I shook myself free of it, tossing the corpse out of sight as I moved across to the burned remains of a tree, an actual tree, as near as I could tell.

The top of the hill was about thirty meters across, roughly circular, and had burned somewhat recently, considering the soot that still hung on here and there, despite the recent deluge. Several of the trees that had covered the top had fallen. Others still stood but were stripped of branches and looked… fucked, basically.

There were none of the creature-trees though, despite them being all around the hill. It was weird, I knew, but between the stress of the last few days, or however long it’d been, the recent meal that left me mostly sated and the relief that there was a slight chance, regardless of how unlikely it was, that I might survive this?

It was enough.

I huddled down, scooting as far back under the trees as I could, doing my best to be as invisible as possible, before succumbing to desperately needed sleep.


Chapter Sixteen – One month ago

“Shit!” I shouted, punching the table in front of me, then cursing and shaking my hand, hissing in pain. “Fuck’s sake!” I snarled around the knuckle as I sucked on it, staring at the readout before me, and the stubbornly unresponsive image.

“What’s wrong?” Panna asked from the next room, her voice coming over the intercom. I shook my head, assessing the red skin. “You break anything?”

“Just my pride.” I muttered, then spoke louder. “No, nothing.”

“Then let's go again.” Captain Sausage said, his voice coming over Panna’s on the intercom, and making me glare at the screen.

“Sausage?” I asked, frowning.

“Captain Sausage to you, pilot!” Another voice called.

“Christoph, what the hell are you doing there?” I asked, putting my head in my hands. In theory, I could understand Sausage being there. He was the captain for the flight, after all, and one of my closest friends. I’d signed off on Panna being the one in the booth as I needed monitoring, in case anything went wrong, and there weren’t enough qualified staff in the medical team as it was.

But Christoph?

“I’m not here.” Christoph lied. “I’m a figment of your imagination.”

“Fucking good imagination, then…” I growled. “Wait, if I’m imagining this, you fuckers wouldn’t be there, and Panna would be naked. Also, Anna from the second Broadsword maintenance team would be here too, and she’d be…”

“You sure you want to finish that sentence?” Sausage asked, a smile clear in his voice. “Panna doesn’t look happy, and this is recorded, after all…”

“Bah, she pointed her out to me, and if anyone’s got the time to listen to this shit, I’ll eat my boots.” I whispered, knowing the damn mic would pick it up as I rubbed my eyes, blinking and wishing I had a stim available. “Seriously, why the hell can’t I have coffee?” I complained for the third time.

“It’d mess up the results.” Another voice admitted.

“Seriously?!” I snarled, shooting a look toward the one-way mirror. “Jason? Fuck’s sake, are the cleaning staff in there, too? The canteen servers?”

“I was on a break.” The doctor laughed. “I’ve been here two minutes, that’s all, but before I go back, care to explain the problem?”

“The nanites aren’t working.” I said flatly.

“They’re active.” Jason replied dubiously a few seconds later. “They’re definitely showing as active, but… hmmm…”

“What’s that?” I asked when he broke off.

“Nothing…”

“Trollshit.”

“Okay, look, we’ve been given very specific fields that the nanites can operate within. It might be that one of the containment rings is stopping communication. I’ll raise it with higher-ups and see what they say.”

“What’s the contain…” I started to ask, before breaking off as Panna asked the same question.

“I’ll answer as best I can, but while I do, you need to keep trying, Ajax.”

“Fine.” I muttered, sitting back in the seat, shifting my numb ass and taking a deep breath, focusing on the Paladin that hovered in the simulation before me.

The cable that connected to the dataport was uncomfortable, needlessly heavy, and I kept catching the damn thing, making it feel like my brain was being yanked on when I shifted and knocked it. But the scientists insisted it needed to be this cable so they could monitor it properly.

“The ship has three containment rings active, each operating on a separate frequency, acting to dampen the nanites that were released and wiped by the elves.” Jason explained. I frowned, half-listening as I focused on the ship that hovered before me.

“Despite everything we believed when we first all awoke, the nanites weren’t entirely purged. We all have a small number of them, and they’re multiplying, slowly. Or, more to the point, they were.”

“What?”

“You better be shitting me…”

“Explain that please…”

Predictably, Sausage was the most restrained, with Panna the least, but either way, the questions were appropriate.

“After we woke up, one of the first priorities for the science team was to make it so the ship could be reunited. The admiralty seemed to be determined that it’s not happening, but the team believed they could change their mind. The containment rings were fired up, and their effect tuned to cover the entirety of our section of the ship.”

“Yeah, but what…”

“The science team were working on the second generation of nanites.” He cut me off. “What’s generally not known is that, whenever nanites are being designed and programmed, because of the potential for accidents, the labs have containment rings activated. They basically broadcast a signal that overrides the nanites and orders them to shut down, should they get out of the small area that’s marked as safe for them.

“Now, the fact that saboteurs were found is one thing, and everyone knows that. What most don’t realize, though, is that the ROT—we think—is the nanites rebuilding themselves and reaching critical mass, activating again.”

“And the saboteurs are…” Panna gasped.

“Are our friends, who’ve been overtaken by their own nanites.” He confirmed.

“No, no that can’t be.” Christoph’s voice rang out. “The nanites can’t be active.”

“I wish that was the case but…”

“Why?”

“What?”

“Why do you wish it was? In fact, no, why should we believe you?”

“Christoph…” Jason said slowly. “You know I’d not lie to…”

“You did though, you lied to me, you lied to all of us! You said the nanites were gone! You said that the ROT wasn’t something to worry about! You hid it from us, you hid it from us all!”

“No Christoph…” Sausage interrupted. “…he didn’t know, how could he? He’s a doctor not…”

“They’re all the same! The scientists, the doctors! They’re all playing with them, with things they shouldn’t! How do we know its not all a test? An experiment, like the memories, we know they can’t be true!”

“What memories?” Jason asked carefully. “Christoph, are you having symptoms?” He asked, the sound of another chair being drawn back as he stood. 

“NO! Tell me the truth!” Christoph snapped as the sound of a chair being thrown back rang out. “You’re telling me we’re all full of fucking nanites still?”

“Christoph!”

“No!” Christoph screamed, sounding strangely furious beyond all measure. “No, you need to tell me the truth! We’re still full of them aren’t we! The nanites, the memories, It’s fake, it has to be, and now you’re saying you all knew? That you just let them…”

“No, the nanites are reestablishing themselves, but they’re not necessarily…”

“This is their fault, all of it!”

“What…?” 

“Calm down!”

“Nanites, that’s why the fucking memories, the dreams, all because you keep playing with shit, and now…”

“Dreams? Memories? Christoph, Christoph I need you to look at me!” Jason snapped, his voice filled with stress.

“This is all your… Oh, gods…”

The sound of Christoph’s ranting broke off, sudden silence falling, as something happened, and I strained to see, to hear.

“Guys?” I called, “What’s happening?”

“Its all true… it has to be, it’s the only thing that makes sense!” Christoph whispered, the microphone picking up his words, and all the horror that filled them.

“The earth, the elves, the fallen… oh gods no, my children, my family? What have we done? What, no… who are we?”

“Christoph?” Sausage called, sounding horrified and panicked. “Please, you need to…”

“You… you idiots! You’ve been fooled, you… oh gods, no! The things you’ve done, for them, it’s all for them!”

“Christoph, STOP!” 

“You! You can’t… you can’t give it to them. They can’t have the nanites, and jump capable, no. The fallen can’t have it.” He sounded like he was arguing with himself as much as anyone else, before at last. “So be it, I’m sorry.”

With that last grim declaration, then sounds of a struggle rang out, and I stared at the mirror in shock, not understanding.

“What’s going on?” I shouted, reaching up and fumbling with the dataport, trying desperately to disconnect from the cable that tied me in place. “Panna!”

“Christoph!”

The booth erupted in shouts as something happened, and the sound of… of pain rang out, thuds, screams, the sounds of flesh being beaten.

“No more!” Christoph roared, his voice sounded like his soul was being flayed by all the demons of hell.

“His nanites are active!”

“Security to observation booth two!” Jason screamed, the comm-link to me still open, even though he was clearly meaning it for someone else, the clicking as someone frantic connected them into the line, and Jason repeated his cry for help, the swearing from the newly connected line.

“Christoph… PLEASE!”

“NO!”

“You can’t be allowed to do this, not again!”

“SECURITY, NOW!” Jason’s voice was panicked.

I swore, trying to get up in a panic and crying out in pain as the cable connecting me yanked me backwards as I reached its length, the connections to my brain feeling like someone had inserted red-hot wires into my head.

I collapsed back into the seat, clutching my head in agony, the world around me swimming violently as shots rang out in the observation booth.

Screams filled the air, pleading voices. Orders and demands were bellowed, and through it all, I laid half-slumped on the seat, quivering, trying to speak and react.


Chapter Seventeen

I was kept under for nearly a week, or so I was told when I finally regained consciousness. In that time, I’d missed both Jason and Christoph’s funerals.

“What happened?” I mumbled, feeling broken, my movements disjointed and slow.

“It’s my fault.” Panna admitted, tears streaming down her face as she held my hand in hers.

“What?”

“I was there to disconnect the dataport. That was the only reason I was there, that, and to report if anything went wrong.” She wept. “Instead, I let the others come in, thinking they’d be so amazed when you beat Val and managed to interface first.”

“Not your fault I couldn’t…” I slurred.

“No, but it’s my fault that they were all there.” She repeated, shaking her head. “My fault that Christoph was triggered, and when he pulled the knife…”

“Knife?”

“He had a knife in his pocket. He was shouting about the elves, and then it was like someone flicked a switch. He wasn’t Christoph anymore, he looked horrified, and then… then he stabbed Jason.”

“He… stabbed…?” I muttered, not really understanding.

“He killed Jason, then two of the security team, broke Saus..… Rufus’s arm.”

“Sausage?” I muttered, confused at the speed of the words, and wondering at the change of the name.

“He… after Christoph died, he asked us not to call him that again. He’s asked to be removed from command.”

“My head.” I whispered as I tried to move and felt another burst of pain flooding it.

“You tried to disconnect it, and when you couldn’t, and the shots started, you still tried to come to help. The connections were damaged, and they’ve left sections in your brain.”

“Remove?” I mumbled.

“We can’t,” she replied slowly. “Christoph locked himself in the medical wing; he was shot three times, and he still managed to kill eleven of us. There’s only two of the medical team left, and they’re both…” She shook her head. “They can’t do it.”

“Scientists?” I tried again.

“He killed them all. Destroyed the nanites and released a virus into the system. The admiralty are furious; apparently he wiped the nanites research.”

“Me…” I broke off, clearing my throat and trying again. “I have… nanites…”

“You do, but they’re inactive, and now the admiralty ordered the containment rings be scaled up, the lower ship is locked down, no more experiments.”

“Val?”

“Dead.”

“Why?” I asked, pausing to take a drink as she offered it to me. “Why did he do it?”

“Nobody knows, but there’s cameras in our quarters, did you know?”

“No.”

“The recordings were pulled, and we saw Christoph marching backwards and forwards, having conversations with someone that wasn’t there, crying out over memories that… he had the ROT, and he never told any of us, not even S… Rufus.”

“Doesn’t make sense,” I whispered, reaching up and rubbing at my head, feeling the heat, the discomfort. “Why not remove?”

“The only medical survivors are a nurse and a dentist.” Panna whispered. I snorted then started to laugh weakly.

“Why?” I asked, when I could manage it. “Why leave them?”

“They were in a side room, screwing apparently, and they hid. Security found them naked under a table.” Panna let out a huff of laughter, though there wasn’t much mirth in it.

“Gods, I bet it was that one who flirted with me,” I mumbled, rubbing my face and blinking again. Everything seemed to be on a delay.

“Did she?” Panna asked carefully, sounding idly curious. I looked at her, frowning at the strange way she’d said it.

“Yeah, wasn’t interested at first, then Jason called me… Fuck. Poor Jason.” I broke off, thinking about him. Since the installation, as the scientists had called it, and my upgrade, he’d been around a lot, becoming a sort of friend.

He wasn’t one of us. He wasn’t a pilot, and he wasn’t fucking one of the team, despite Amy and Jack making it clear they were both, together or individually, interested in him joining them.

He was just a nice guy who seemed to genuinely like us all, as well as being interested in making sure the experiment worked, of course.

Now, the experiment, though…

“The nanites…” I asked.

Panna shook her head. “Apparently, everyone had a small number in them, a remnant. They thought we’d lost them all, but they booted back up and started rebuilding themselves. That’s where the saboteurs have been coming from. They’d purge us all, I think, but they don’t know how, not without the scientists and medical staff.”

“Send more?” I suggested. “There must be more in the ship…”

“There’s too few, apparently. The Admiralty said they can’t risk the spread of the nanite plague, so any they sent down here would be here for good, not allowed to return to the rest of the ship.”

“And so they won’t send any?”

“Exactly.” Panna agreed sourly. “Typical admiralty, they sit up there, with all the good gear and good food, and we live on the shit and have to rebuild everything to do our job.”

“They have to send us medics though…” I tried again.

“They said they can’t risk the spread, and that, when we return to Earth, we’ll all be hailed as heroes, but ‘til then…” She sent a black look at the ceiling, making it clear who she thought were the deserving heroes and who were doing fuck-all for the title.

“I feel like shit.” I muttered, struggling to sit up until Panna grabbed my arm and helped me.

“That’s my fault,” she said again. “If I’d just hit the release…”

“If Christoph had just told us,” I countered. “If I’d just managed to interface with the Paladin, or if Sausage had decided to jump his bones instead of the pair of them coming along. Might as well add in ‘if only the… elves weren’t such dicks’.”

I winced, shifting around, and shook my head again, feeling the way the world swam, as if in treacle.

“The nurse scanned your head. She said she thinks the connections are still there, just torn, so your nanites would have fixed them normally. But with things as they are…”

“And they can’t remove them?”

“Not without cracking your skull open. You want to trust the nurse and a dentist to do that?”

“I’d not trust Jason to do that, never mind anyone else.” I muttered.

“Exactly. The nanites are suppressed, but…” She leaned in close, pretending to hug me, and instead whispering in my ear. “Once we’re away from the ship, flying, the containment field won’t be there; they should start fixing you.”

“I have two kinds,” I pointed out in a whisper. “The new and the old.”

“Then you’ve twice as many chances as the rest of us.”

“Twice as likely to go fucking mad!” I hissed, only to have her lips meet mine and cut me off.

She clung to me, and the kiss was sweet, longer than it should have been anywhere public, and yet far too short, ending as the door opened behind her.

She broke off, straightening up. The nurse from before strode in, clearly harassed and exhausted, as well as not happy to see Panna.

“I told you he was to be left to recover,” she said flatly, and Panna shot her a dazzling smile.

“Yes, you did,” she replied, sitting back in her chair and crossing her legs, making it abundantly clear she wasn’t going anywhere and daring her to do something about it.

“Listen, he’s my patient and…”

“And you can’t do anything to help him. He needs help from the rest of the ship, right?”

“We’re not getting anyone else.” The nurse replied, seeming to sag. “I asked for it, especially with Ajax’s situation, and the scientists who were working on him. The admiralty wanted to know if I could continue the experiments, and when I told them I couldn’t…”

“They told you we’re getting no help, because you, a nurse, can’t reprogram nanites?” Panna asked incredulously.

“Just because I’m a nurse, not a doctor, doesn’t mean I’m an idiot, you know…” she started hotly. I interrupted, quickly reading her nametag, again, printed across one breast, seemingly to make sure the eye went to her chest.

“She didn’t mean that, nurse… Barraclough?” I said, getting a glare.

“I’m sorry, I really didn’t,” Panna agreed. “It’s like expecting me as a pilot to be able to monitor and rebuild the fusion reactors. It’s ridiculous.”

“Yeah,” the nurse agreed, before laying her pad on the end of the bed and looking me in the eyes, her own specialized medical LENs and BAT clearly providing her with data that we couldn’t see from the various machines around the room. “Okay, you’re purging the drugs I gave you just fine, the wires… well, did you tell him?” she asked Panna.

“I did.” Panna answered. “There’s nothing you can do to help him, at the minute, and you just said that the admiralty won’t give us more help…”

“They just gave me a downloadable file on how to program the nanites. It’s a primer; it doesn’t even cover the basics of the kind he has in him.”

“So…”

“So he’s under observation from now on. This room becomes his room, and he lives here, under constant scrutiny.”

“What?” I gasped, aghast at the change, at the way I’d just lost all privacy, not to mention any chance of a sex life.

“Or…” Nurse Barraclough said quickly, holding a hand up. “OR… if we checked you and found that the nanites are inoperative, and they’d shut down, then you’d have to be under observation for a day, then you’d be returned to your unit.”

“Wing.” Panna corrected, absently, looking at me questioningly.

“What?”

“Soldiers have units, pilots have a wing,” I explained, raising an eyebrow in question. “How would we prove that the nanites were dead?”

“I’d scan them and not be able to find any activity.” Barraclough said carefully, clearly ignoring the minor detail that, with the containment rings in place…

“Then let’s do that.” I said, before coughing and wincing as pain tore through me.

“Are you okay?” Panna asked, the nurse checking her readouts quickly then nodding to herself in satisfaction.

“You’ve got some microtears in several areas of the brain. That’s not good, I admit, but it’s a lot better than it could have been. People used to call this a concussion, if that helps you to process it, but you also have the wires themselves, nanofilaments that were laid in very specific patterns to enable you to interface with the ship.” She paused, looking at me to make sure I was listening, then going on.

“Basically, you have some bleeding in the brain, some minor injuries, but because the centers that were damaged were to allow you to interface with the ship as you do your own body, the areas that were damaged left you with partial paralysis and disorientation. I’ve fixed what I can, the rest… you’ll either recover as the days pass, or frankly, you won’t. I’m sorry, if I could tell you more, I would…”

“Thank you.” I said.

“You have a good chance of making a full recovery, and if your nanites were active and doing their job, you’d be fine. After all, minor injuries, they dealt with on a daily basis. Despite the issues, these are minor injuries, when you consider the size of the damage.”

“But?”

“But, with them inoperative, if you have a sudden bleed, or worse, and more of the system comes loose, it could result in paralysis or worse. I should keep you here to monitor that, but…”

“Again, but?” I asked.

“But there’s nothing I could do if it happened.” She smiled sadly. “The facilities I have that are actually active? Thanks to that asshole going nuts, we’ve got nothing. The gear in the ship was already old and needed replacing, but what we’ve got now? I’d not recommend the kind of operations we’d need to perform to fix it if anything goes wrong.”

“So, if I get paralyzed, don’t come crying to you?”

“If you get paralyzed, I can’t help you, either way. I would if I could, and if there’s no other choice, I could try to operate, but honestly? I’d not expect good results. I’ve never done anything like that, and while I might have before everything…”

“Now, you just don’t know.” I agreed, knowing the bind she was in.

It was the same for all of us, after all.

“Do you want me to check the nanites?” she asked, making it clear, as she looked at me, what she was offering.

“Yes please.” I said, nodding. “I need to get back to my wing and get back to flying.”

“You might have issues with balance, fine motor skills, and depth perception after this,” she warned me.

“All minor things to a pilot…” I mocked, lying back and staring up at the overhead as she started to scan me.

“You’ll be fine.” Panna whispered, reaching down and taking my hand in hers, squeezing firmly and fixing me with a glare that said “you’d damn well better be.”

“Thanks,” I whispered, closing my eyes as the scan built up a fuller picture of the nanites. Then the nurse flicked a switch on the wall and looked back at her screen.

“Yeah, they’re definitely not communicating.” She said carefully, looking at Panna and me, and waiting.

“So they’re dead, then.” I said, equally carefully.

“I think so. After all, I’ve no idea about coding, so I can’t be sure. I’m a nurse, not a scientist.” She said the last bit grimly, and I smiled before I could help myself.

“So, I’m free to return to my wing?”

“I’d say you should be here for the next twenty-four hours, but honestly? As long as you’re not left alone, I think you’ll be fine. I won’t have the time to check on you, anyway.”

“I’ll keep an eye on him,” Panna said softly, her entire attitude toward the nurse changed from threat to ally in a matter of seconds.

“Thank you.” I said quietly and got a quick, sad smile. Then she was gone, pausing in the door to ask us to make sure we cleared away anything we’d brought, as it was just her to clean it all, as well.

“We need to clean it all down,” I said, sitting up and wincing before forcing myself to my feet, a little unsteadily.

“I’ll sort it out once we get you back to the mess. You can rest there with the others, and I’ll get some volunteers to come back and clean this all out, as a thank you.”

“I can help,” I suggested, before wincing as the lights seemed to flare bright then die away.

“You can rest,” she said firmly, leaning in and kissing me before putting her lips to my ear as she hugged me. “We’ll sort the longest flights we can, give the nanites time to work.”

“What if they… if…” I whispered back.

She shook her head, refusing to consider it, kissing my cheek and pulling back. “Okay, now this is a first for me. Usually, it’s the other way around, but do you want me to help you get your pants on?”

“I think I can manage.” I replied dryly, sitting on the edge of the bed. Nevertheless, she did help me dress and supported me as we walked the length of the ship practically back to our quarters, the distance broken up by dozens of rest stops.


Chapter Eighteen

“You sure about this, boss?” Mitchell, my lead tech, asked me quietly, leaning into the cockpit on pretext of checking the projectors. “You sure you’re up to the helmet, as well?”

“It’s just sitting there,” I said quietly to him. “Might as well see if I can get some use out of it.”

“It was shelved because everyone that knew what they were doing with it is dead,” he pointed out.

“True, but the theory was good, right?”

“Yeah, it’d make you the best pilot we have, IF we could get it to work.”

“I am the best pilot we have,” I corrected, acting confused.

“Yeah all right boss, you know what, you’re entirely right. In fact, you’re definitely the best pilot in the entire hangar, I agree.” He snorted, winking at me.

I looked past him, and then around the open hangar, before looking back and glaring at him.

“I’m the only pilot in the hangar,” I pointed out.

“Really? Looks like I’m right, then.”

“Dick.”

“Yup, and Panna loves it.”

“She’d eat you alive.”

“She already,” he started to say, then paused and looked around, checking that nobody was close enough to hear. “I was going to say something, but Marnie Marie would murder me.”

“So would Panna, if she heard you.”

“Probably, but that’s why I say this shit to you, not her.”

“And why Marnie Marie complains to me about how shit you are in bed,” I pointed out.

“See! You can learn! Bless you, I’m so proud,” he said with a quick laugh, reaching in and ruffling my hair like a child. “Okay, then, you want to use the helmet? That’s fine; it’s a regulation one that’s been modified, so it still passes, regardless. As to the connections, do not fuck this up!”

He pointed out the connections, the release catch on the dashboard and the emergency release that they’d built into the cable itself now, where it attached to the back of the helmet.

I nodded, showing that I was listening as he went through the steps again, then a third time, until I lost patience and repeated his instructions verbatim.

“Okay, well, remember, it’s a quick flight out to the second moon, escort the salvage team, fly back, boom. The job’s a good ‘un, right?”

I gave him a thumbs up, taking the helmet and reaching back, running my fingers over the port and wincing at the soreness of it. Three weeks now since the damage, and a week since I’d woken. This was the second flight I’d been cleared for, the first being cut short ten minutes into it when the jump point at the end of the system had triggered. We’d fled back to the barn, switching to full radio silence.

We barely knew where we were, the admiralty was playing it that close now, telling us literally right before a mission, communicating nothing beyond that we needed to be ready at all times.

The various captains had tried to explain that we needed more, that we couldn’t be ready all the way round the clock, and yet… it’d fallen on deaf ears.

We’d been told that we weren’t privy to everything, in case we were captured, but that for now, we just had to be ready.

More and more shots of Earth were shown, death counts, recordings of the planet being glassed, millions rendered to floating ash… and we were told that we needed to be ready.

That was it.

One of the others had pointed out that the recordings showed the planet being glassed, but that it didn’t look right. The weapons weren’t elven, but those of the fallen, and the grass was the wrong color. But again, we were told we would be told everything when they could. Until then?

Be ready.

An hour ago, we’d been told that the scanners had picked up the remains of a battle ahead, including the hulk of a human carrier, badly damaged, no life signs, no atmosphere.

She was dead in space, and we were going to raid her for parts.

I pulled the cover free of the dataport, slipping the helmet on then straightening up, holding my head and neck stiff before pressing the button and feeling the icy-cold sensation of the connection being established.

Instantly, the data feed updated, the ship’s systems becoming clearer, more detailed, and more specific to the things I liked to see. My customized HUD replaced the standard at a thought.

The system might not be fully working, hell, without the scientists to tweak it, it’d never be what it’d been intended to be. It’d probably never be capable of making the Paladin actually fully jump-capable.

That was fine, though, because if I could learn to interpret the data right? I could still stand head and shoulders above the rest.

For now, though, I just needed to fly and not crash into anything.

Hopefully, outside of the containment field, the nanites would start working, but if they didn’t?

I couldn’t be more broken, right?

I flew through the preflight checklist in seconds, powering up and testing the connections to each system, engines, scanners, targeting, all powered up and confirmed as ready.

Shields registered that their power cycle was ready, but they couldn’t be tested in here, not without damage. Environmental, comms, all of it powered fine.

I nodded to myself, confirming that the railguns were unloaded, then clicked the connection to my techs.

“Confirm, railgun unloaded?” I asked.

“Confirmed, railgun unloaded,” Came back.

“Heating railgun.” The connections responded, power flowing through them, and the railgun registered ready to fire.

“Please confirm your intentions, Paladin-OE138…” My hangar’s flight control cut into the comms, his voice firm yet sarcastic.

“Testing railgun,” I replied, knowing damn well why they were asking me that. “Thought I’d fire off a few rounds, just to make sure it was working. I’m in a cockpit, after all, atmo isn’t my problem.”

“Do that again, and I have direct authority from higher up to put sand in your lube, Paladin-OE138.”

“That’s just cruel.” I said, wincing.

“Don’t blow holes in my hull, then.”

“You put sand in MY lube, and believe me, holes in your hull will be the last of your problems, flight control,” Panna’s voice cut in.

“Before this gets violent, Paladin-OE138 is ready for launch positioning.”

“Fly straight, and come home, Paladin-OE138.” The flight control said clearly, the joking falling away as they acknowledged that, once we were in the black, there was little else they could do for us.

A shudder ran through my ship as the bay below me began to open, the rails shifting me into position for launch.

Lights around the bay lit, sirens flaring, my heart picking up speed, adrenaline filling me as I got ready to do what I was born for.

The audible sirens cut off after thirty seconds as the atmosphere was sucked out and stored. First the far end, then my end of the launch tunnel opened as the deck beneath me tilted, moving me into position, the blast shields lifting behind me, ready to deflect the thrust.

I blew out a long breath, trying to keep my heart rate in the optimal levels, my biometrics showing on the side of my vision as the Paladin locked into place. The rails glowed blue in my vision as the countdown began.

I flicked the primary fusion plant, sending it from standby to fully live, shifting my feet on the pedals. Both pulse engines warming up, left… I pressed a little harder, checking the readout, watching the power levels rising steadily. Then I lifted that foot and pressed the right…

Yeah, both powering perfectly.

The countdown hit five seconds, and I grinned to myself, ignoring the readouts on my heart as it spiked.

Fuck, I loved this shit.

I ran my fingers across the controls, priming everything save the weapons, shields sitting on standby. I slowly increased the power to the engines, pressing harder and enjoying the accompanying whine of the pulse engines building to launch pressure.

“Paladin-OE138, you are go.”

I barely waited for the words, left hand holding the control yoke, right gripping the rail release.

I pulled my right back, flicking the lever on the end then releasing it. My hand lifted free as the rail release slid back, recessing into the cockpit controls out of the way.

The rails blinked in my vision, and I punched it.

The engines went from a steady thrum to a full-on roar, audible only to me through the ship, as the little bit of inertia that got past the dampeners pressed me back into my seat, hard.

The launch tube was twenty meters, running straight through the heavy lower hull armor. It was past and gone in less time than my eyes could focus, a yellow and red blur, that was it, then I was in the black.

My landing gear retracted before I’d consciously reached for it, and I blinked, dismissing it as a new automatic upgrade.

The ship fell away behind me as I rolled, gently, left and right, feeling the freedom of space as I checked the nav plot, bringing my Paladin around onto the correct heading. Panna, Paladin-OE167, and two others joined me, marked as Paladin-OE112 and Paladin-XM018, Decus and Aztec, respectively.

I shifted into the lead, Panna dropping in to my right, Decus my left, and Aztec on Panna’s right, each a mere three hundred meters or so in separation. We linked systems, confirming minimum distances, knowing the RI would assist if we got too close.

“Vulture One, you there?” I asked, flicking the connection to the scavenger team, and getting a growl of irritation from the pilot.

“This is Cisco-07, we’re on your six, with Cisco-012 bringing up the rear.”

“Confirmed Vulture-One and Vulture-Two.” I said, grinning to myself at how much the scavenger teams hated being called vultures or similar.

It’d become a game, with some of them playing along and others making complaints. But, as time passed, it became clear that, as long as we obeyed orders, the admiralty had stopped giving a shit what we did when we weren’t fighting. Complaints were passed upwards, such as from the scavenger teams—techs from bays that we didn’t have enough working Paladins or Broadswords to fill—and they promptly got ignored.

Provided we weren’t trying to access the rest of the ship, work on our nanites, or disobey orders, we were left to our own devices.

“Aztec, Decus, drop back and escort the vultures, please.” I said, scanning the system and barely registering their agreement as I locked onto the faint returns we were getting from the ships ahead. The carrier and warships behind us shared their much more powerful sensor net with us, broadening our scope.

They were in retrograde orbit, slowly falling inwards towards a massive super-jovian, already caught in the gravitational field and steadily drifting away.

I increased the power slightly, enjoying the freedom as I tied the details in, checking the readings and confirming for myself that the system was clear of all threats.

Minutes passed as we flew, system checks happily plodding on as I examined the readings from the hulks. Frowning, I spotted a handful of anomalous readings.

“Panna, you getting this?” I asked in singular engagement mode on comms, shooting her the readings.

There was a minute or so while she confirmed the readings against her own, then grunted.

“Looks like higher than average temperature, some radiant outgassing and electronic readings from the farthest.”

“That’s what I got,” I agreed, biting my lip as I thought. It could be residual heat, possibly a closed series of compartments failing over time. It could be any one of a thousand things, after all, radioactives from a nuclear barrage, a damaged but still functional reactor, or…

“Vulture-One, confirm your thrust is sufficient to do your job and get away from all the hulks,” I sent, and after a bit of grumbling, he replied.

“Vulture-One, confirming that we have plenty of time.”

“For ALL the hulks?” I asked again, pulling up details on the most distant and frowning.

“I think. Wait, no.” There were a few seconds of calculation, then he was back. “Scanners hadn’t picked up the most distant. The elven treeship is too close to the super-jovian, the rest are fine.”

“Tie yourselves into the net, please.” I ordered flatly, shaking my head in disgust, knowing damn well the pilot knew to do that. “We’re getting faint readings from the destroyer beyond the treeship.”

“Confirming, tying into the net now.” A handful of minutes passed, then they came back. “Confirmed treeship and destroyer are outside of safe escape vector capabilities. Spirit has ordered that we are to stick to recovery efforts on the closest carrier remains.”

“Vulture-One, I am flight leader, yes?” I asked, pissed at him already.

“Confirmed.”

“Explain why you reached out to the Spirit then, please?”

The please came out from between gritted teeth, and the long silence before he replied let me know it’d been deliberate. I called him a vulture, and he undermined me with the carrier. Great.

“Paladin-OE138, I needed to check the thrust capabilities of my vessel, as I’m qualified and confirmed on PALADINS, not transports. My apologies.”

There wasn’t the faintest apology in the voice, but I accepted it at face value, knowing how pissed I’d be flying one of the ungainly transports rather than a Paladin any day.

“Confirmed. Make full speed to the carrier remains and get what you can. We’re spreading out; Paladin-O112 and Paladin-XM018 will stay on overwatch,” I sent before switching connections.

“Okay, flight, something about the farthest hulk seems off. I’m going to do a flyby with Panna. Aztec, Decus, I want you on overwatch. Be ready; something’s not right here.”

“Confirmed,” Decus replied, Aztec, as usual, grunted, and that was it.

“Shoulda named that fucker Sphynx.” Panna sent me privately.

“He’d suit it; bastard never speaks if he can avoid it.” I agreed with a grin, increasing power and pulling away from the rest of the flight, Panna staying close.

“What’s wrong?” she asked after a few seconds. “There could be a thousand reasons for those emissions.”

“Might be,” I agreed, comparing the distances to the ships and more. “Something… something feels wrong, that’s all.”

There was a long pause, then a click as the connection changed. The older, emergency, point-to-point laser registered a connection from Panna.

I approved it, cutting my comms off and linking the older, much more private system instead.

“You alright?” She asked.

“It’s not that kind of a feeling.” I reassured her, hoping my smile reached my voice.

“You sure?”

“You ever had the ROT?” I countered.

“No.”

“Me neither, so how the hell should I know what it feels like?”

“No memories you shouldn’t have? Or?”

“Panna, seriously, I feel amazing, healthier than I have in weeks. Flying was all I needed, all right?”

“Okay, so is that what this is? An excuse to put the boot down?”

“Well,” I bit my lip, frowning as I registered a slight change in emissions. “No.”

“No?”

“No, it’s changed.” I said distantly, focusing on the readings.

“How?” she asked, then grunted as she saw it, too. “It’s not a signal.” “No, too many separate points.”

If there was a survivor inside, or several, and they were reaching out for help, there were a shit load of possible ways, from a simple variant of morse code, using the power emissions, all the way up to the fact that every single compartment in a warship was sealable with an individual power storage and comms relay.

It always seemed overkill, having the storage built in and the comms relays, until you considered that they were all redundancies. If a power relay went out?

The ship could reroute from the storage, keeping it able to fight even with its main distribution relays fried.

It’d been a hell of a shock to the fallen, that was for sure, when several times, in pitched battles, they’d written a human warship off, deeming it damaged beyond all hope, floating dead in space. Only ten minutes later, it had come back around behind them and taken them in the ass on emergency power.

They’d learned the hard way, you never turned your back on humanity. It’d taken a while to filter through to their command, though, mainly because we tended not to leave survivors around to spread the fucking word.

Now, I was looking at the emissions from this section of a warship, a floating hulk, the forward compartment of what looked like a destroyer. Everything aft of the main power relays was just gone.

The power grid was long dead, battery storage looking to have run for a while, then died, but there was still something…

I leaned sideways, arcing around to the right, watching the hulks and wondering at the way they were so close together.

It was convenient, after all, we could jump from one ship to another, or the vultures could, anyway, stripping them like locusts and…

“Remind me, next one is ‘locust’,” I said to Panna, getting a snort of amusement from her.

“They’re too close,” I muttered suddenly, frowning as I used the connection to the ship to visualize the positioning of the hulks to each other.

“What’s that?”

“The hulks,” I clarified. “They’re too close together, gravity for the super-jovian is strong, but not THAT strong. Think about a battle, have you ever seen hulks this close together?”

“You think they’ve fallen out of a jump point?”

“No.” I switched from the private connection back to the flight group. “All ships, alert! Vultures, get your asses back to the barn. Panna, Aztec, Decus, shields up, weapons hot!”


Chapter Nineteen

My HUD updated as the rest of the flight powered up, shields activating and weapons charges climbing… and fuck all else happened as I arced away, heading for one of the smaller moons to loop around and turn back from the super-jovian.

“Paladin-OE138, confirm enemy activity.” The comms tech on Spirit of Humanity requested. I spoke quickly, eyes roaming the plot, trying to figure out where the hell the ambush was going to come from.

“Spirit, no visual on enemy…” I said, only to be cut off.

“Paladin-OE138, we have no enemy contacts, resume operations.”

“Spirit, we have highly suspicious wrecks, just far enough away from the jump points that they’re perfect for scavenging. We’ve got highly limited time to strip them, and…”

“Exactly Paladin-OE138, we have a golden opportunity here. Resume operations.” The voice on the other end of the comms was utterly robotic, uninterested. Probably because it wasn’t their ass on the line if the shit hit the fan.

“Spirit, we have a perfect ambush setup here. The carrier, exactly what we need, is too tempting a target, the rest of the hulks have too high an ambient temperature, the spread from the battle is too small. This either all happened very recently, or this is a setup, surely you can see that?”

“Paladin-OE138, this is an order, lead your flight back and scavenge the wreckage, or you’ll be replaced as flight leader due to cowardice in the field.”

“Cowardice!” I snarled. “Fucking cowardice? You who don’t dare come and help the only people who are fighting?! Sitting safe and fat in your ivory towers and…”

“Paladin-OE167, you are now flight leader. Take command of the wing and resume scavenging activities. Spirit out.” The line disconnected, and I stared at the blinking icon in disbelief. I reached out to reconnect it, only to see the fucking scavengers break formation and head back onto the intercept course for the wrecks.

“Vulture-01 and Vulture-02, break off and return to the barn, that’s an order.” I sent to them, before switching to the Paladin channel. “Okay guys, I know Spirit is…”

“Negative Paladin-OE138, you are no longer flight leader. Proceeding as ordered, Cisco-07, out.”

“Motherfucker!” I snarled, glaring at the comms marker that said they’d blocked me. They’d actually blocked me. I flinched as the first unconscious desire was acted upon by my Paladin, the missile lock activating on the little shit. I froze, then quickly cancelled it, distracted that I’d finally made a solid connection and annoyed that my first instinct was to shoot the fucker.

“Ajax, are you sure about this?” Panna asked, her voice cautious, and the way she asked me… she might have seen the missile lock, but probably hadn’t. It’d been literally a split second. Then I grunted. She meant the ships.

I frowned. Of course I was sure, the signs were all there for fuck’s sake, the… the ROT. Shit, she was asking if I was sure, or if there was a chance this was the ROT talking.

I’d had no symptoms, none at all though, and I didn’t have any new memories, did I?

I paused, heart rate rising, fear rolling through me as I considered if I was already too far gone to tell the difference, was that it? Did you ever really know if you were crazy?

There was a directed laser connection request, and I opened it, cutting the main comms link off.

“Are you okay?” Panna asked slowly.

“I don’t know.” I admitted, letting out a long sigh. “I think so. Hell, I’d not even considered it, not until now, but…” I broke off, and there was silence, broken only by the static of the connection.

“What do we do?” She asked and I frowned.

“It’s your ch…”

“Don’t give me that shit!” she snapped. “You’re the flight leader.”

“Aztec…” I started to say, and she snorted.

“Aztec and Decus have already been in touch on tight-beam; they’re following you.”

“Thank you,” I said after a few seconds, feeling my heart lift at their trust, I took a deep breath, thinking quickly, then nodded to myself. “Okay, here’s the plan. Officially, you give the orders, we don’t all need to be in trouble, but that asshole in Vulture-01 is going to cause problems.”

“He’ll be aiming to get you off the flight roster, so he can try and claim your Paladin.” Panna pointed out and I glared at the darkness around me, fixing on the outline of his ID.

“Probably, but fuck him. Okay, watch him, keep everyone around him ready. Start active scanning on the wrecks. Something is seriously off, and the sooner we know what it is, the better.”

“Done,” Panna agreed, switching frequencies. “Okay people, fall in on me, Ajax, you’re in the lead, you think something’s wrong? You shout it out when you find it. Better to be safe than sorry. Aztec, Decus, loop around and watch over the vultures. Vulture-01, you’re out of formation, get your ass back into your assigned slot, or be ready to explain your flight ban.”

I grinned to myself. As many pilots as we had, and as few Paladins or Broadswords, a single mark on a record was as good now as if they were caught in bed with the Admiral’s wife.

I’d managed to swing mine by having some of the highest scores in the wing, but others hadn’t been so lucky. The arguments had gotten vicious, as nobody wanted to see ‘their’ Paladin get handed over to someone else.

We fell in on a modified diamond formation automatically, me in the lead, Panna on my right, Aztec taking his spot on the left, and Decus behind him. The vultures were in the middle, and probably complaining constantly on tight-beam.

The fleet was falling farther and farther behind. I cursed, seeing that absolutely fuck all was going on back there. Not long ago, a pilot on the sharp end of the stick like we were, who suspected something would have been enough to rouse the hornets’ nest.

Close-support fighters would be launched and patrolling, at the very least. Now, though?

We were told to get back to work and basically shut the fuck up.

I grumbled to myself as I continued scanning, letting Panna take the lead with the others, splitting them up in scanning different hulks as they spun slowly through space.

“Okay, so far we’ve got that the hulks are unnaturally warm. They should have lost all ambient temperature months ago. Instead, we have three heat spots, we have scatter from possible unidentified transmissions, that’s the farthest destroyer, by the way, and…”

Panna was working through the details in her own way, laying them all out for us all to see, then explaining the things she could.

“They had to have been corralled together,” I interrupted. “The delta-v from the outgassing alone would have sent them all over the system. Add to that, the wrecks falling into the super-jovian, just as we arrive in the system? It’s too convenient. Either someone went around the system cleaning up, dragged the hulks here then set them on a collision course, or…”

“Or?”

“That’s it, I can’t think of an or.” I squinted at the super-jovian. “Could the rest of the battlefield have fallen already?” I asked, half to myself.

“Unlikely, and I’ve been scanning for it; can’t find any other traces.” Decus spoke up suddenly. “Either the entire lot dropped out of something’s hull in this direction, or…”

“Or they were moved, positioned to be just far enough off the track across this system that we’d need to be sent out, but close enough that we’d have to be blind to miss them,” I repeated.

“What’s the play, then?” Aztec asked grimly.

“Probably an ambush, although where the hell they’re coming from, I don’t know. We’ve got two moons that are close enough to hide them, but to still be out of sight, they’d either have to be dead in space, drifting, in which case we’d get away easily enough, or…”

“You think they’re in the hulks?”

“Maybe,” I muttered, frowning. I’d had the tingle of an idea, a hint, something that…

My scanners redirected, flashing off the ship I’d been focused on and retargeting on the jovian, then the moons. It’d happened a few times on the flight so far, a twitch as a momentary connection was made, like targeting the asshole in the vulture, or the way that the landing gear for the railings had folded away automatically as I launched. I still wasn’t entirely sure that hadn’t been me hitting the switch without thought, though, or an upgrade to the system.

Instead, now I was getting distracted, and scanning the moons, which were barren as fuck and…

The reticule flashed back to the super-jovian, and I frowned, getting another twinge.

There was definitely something about that fucker I didn’t like.

I dismissed it, focusing on the hulks as we closed.

“Decus, Aztec, slightly to the left, I want a full scan of the hulks from that angle. We’ll take right.” I ordered over the Paladin channel, unthinkingly.

“Confirmed.”

“Vulture-01, slow your approach, and make ready to dock with the hulk once we’ve done our flyby. I want to make sure there’s nothing hidden here and make sure the marines are ready for a possible hostile reception.” Panna spoke in the general group, clearly for the vultures and anyone from the fleet who might be monitoring.

“Paladin-OE167, we’re wasting valuable time here. Every minute lost is salvage we’re not getting. You want to explain to the higher-ups why we missed out on possibly gaining additional Paladins? Be my guest. My orders were to dock with all speed and strip that hulk.” With that, he severed the connection, and instead of slowing, sped up.

“That little shit!” Panna gasped. “He’s blocked me, he’s actually… Aztec, Decus…?”

“Blocked.”

“Blocked me, too.”

“He’s cut himself off from the flight, and he’s going for it,” I said coldly as it all became obvious, including the way that the second scavenger had done the same.

They were proving that they had the balls to do this, and as being a Paladin pilot was often down to insane reaction speed, and sheer balls in willingness to throw ourselves into impossible odds?

There was a damn good chance they’d be put back on the flight roster after this. Fuck knows the admiralty, who’d normally have thrown the pilots in the brig and blacklisted them for life, had encouraged exactly this kind of shit with their current antics.

“If they manage to salvage Paladins, they’re back on the flight roster,” Decus growled, and I nodded despite myself.

“If you’re wrong about this being an ambush, we’re fucked, you know that?” Panna asked me.

“I know, and I’m sorry to all of you.”

“Don’t be,” Aztec said flatly. “It’s that asshole who’s pushed this, and I agree. This isn’t right.”

“I don’t know what to hope for,” Panna said with a bitter laugh. “That we’re all wrong and the flight gets extra Paladins, despite them maybe booting us down the list, or…”

“He’s docking,” I interrupted, noting the blast as the scavenger craft decelerated hard. “Fuck’s sake, look at that idiot!”

The scavengers, vultures, locusts and any of a dozen other names we called them, were heavy duty transports, retrofitted with magnetic grapplers to enable them to grab onto hulks or the remains of ships.

They were huge, we only had four in the fleet, because the fuckers were that big, like boxes with stubby wings and massive engines, the top half of the box was the flight deck, crew sections, and marine transport, with room for forty or so marines in the upper deck in full power armor.

The lower half was entirely storage, and you could fit three, maybe four Paladins in there, side-by-side, if you packed them in well enough, or hundreds of tons of salvage.

They were shitty to fly, poorly responsive, due to the massive inertia that something like that came with, so they had emergency engines stuck on everywhere.

The idiots had come in hard to the hulk, clearly thinking they were already flying the Paladins they wanted, and had to fire the emergency thrusters to slow, rather than splat into the hull.

Even the size they were, the hull of the carrier was massive in comparison, But the powerful thrusters added to the spin it had, meaning they then had to chase the hull, trying to dock.

The more power they used, the worse it got, and they weren’t on the comms anymore, so they couldn’t hear us.

“I’m going to give him a minute, then I’m going to speak to the Spirit, make them contact him and order him to listen,” Panna purred, making me grin. He’d just shot himself in the foot.

“Sounds good; anyone got anything?” I asked, checking the readings, seeing the heat spots again, but nowhere we could get to easily…

Hopefully that meant they couldn’t get to us either, though.

We’d passed the carrier and two small destroyers, or part of possibly one of the testbed missile carriers, I thought, frowning.

“Hey, you remember the missile carriers?” I asked the group.

“Sort of?” Panna replied.

“They were destroyers, but made the size of carriers, designed to stand off and pound the enemy from long range, massive flak cannons,” Aztec supplied.

“Exactly,” I said, confused. “Looking at these, we’ve either got three destroyer hulls or one of the missile carriers, badly broken.”

“What’s your point?” Decus asked after a few seconds.

“They shouldn’t be here,” Aztec said flatly. “The missile carriers were testbeds that were supposed to win the war, able to take out entire fleets. They have fallen laser damage, as does the elven treeship.”

“Close in on me.” I ordered, my heart dropping as I passed the next hulk. It was one of the elven ships, torn apart lengthways down one side, dozens of compartments opened to space like a giant tin-opener had gone at it.

“This is wrong,” Aztec repeated. “The missile carriers should be new to the battlefield, yet this is… months, maybe even years old? You think they lied to us? Maybe had them in testing already?”

“Why?” I asked. “Why announce it as a testbed? Just say the tests were good, and we’re making more.”

“You think there’s a new player, don’t you?” Panna asked me on singular engagement tight-beam.

“I do. Too much doesn’t make sense. I think the admiralty knows and is keeping it from us.”

“Why?” Panna muttered, clearly thinking through it. “We’re at war already, and we got hit hard, yeah, but we’re winning.”

“Are we?” I shifted in my seat and winced as the goddamn cable tugged again. “We only have them to tell us that; we’re out here scavenging corpses for fuck’s sake, and…”

“This is Cisco-07. We’ve docked, and the marines have confirmed we have Paladin energy signatures in the hold. Beginning recovery.”

The voice came though on the general flight channel, then the little fucker blocked us again.

“Motherfucker!” Panna hissed. “He’s blocked me again!”

“The whole flight, I bet.” I growled. “He just had to let us know he was right, and that there were Paladins there…”

“Now what?” Aztec asked, before speaking quickly again. “Anybody else getting an increase in power ratings from the carrier?”

“It should be dead.” I said grimly, seeing the steadily climbing power and trying to open a channel to the idiots in the vultures. “Dammit!”

“Spirit Cisco-07 and Cisco-12 have blocked communications with the rest of the flight. We are registering significant power fluctuations on the carrier, please advise.” Panna said professionally over the flight comms, before cursing and clearly speaking to all of us instead. “Lost my connection to the Spirit. Anyone else?” she asked quickly. 

“Same…”

“No comms with the rest...”

“Holy shit!” That came from Aztec, and I banished the power readouts, as I arced around the slowly tumbling treeship, coming out into full view of the super-jovian again.

“Well, fuck…” I whispered as the surface of the massive planet vomited heavily armed starships, led by the massive, scarred bulk of a battleship.


Chapter Twenty

Break for the barn!” I shouted, hauling back on the yoke and to the right, stamping hard on the respective pedals and firing the pulse engines at maximum as the rest of the flight split frantically.

They were a mixture of ships, some human, some elven, some from other member worlds of the alliance, but all heavily scarred from dozens of battles, and they were heading straight for us and the fleet.

“Motherfuckers, I told you!” I screamed into the sudden silence as all comms were cut off. For the first time, I managed to get things working intentionally, as the tight-beam linked all the flight back up almost instantly, comms re-establishing with only seconds of dropout, but I knew it couldn’t last.

“Break for the barn,” I repeated, knowing they’d definitely hear me this time. “We need to warn them.”

“They’ll see… fuck, no, they won’t!” Aztec growled. “The moon is blocking their view; this was perfectly timed!”

I flicked my gaze to the plot, feeling the Paladin sharing the data with me through the connection as easily as breathing, the combination of the dataport, the LENs, BAT, and my own instincts and training meshing as I saw it all in a split second.

We were too close to the emerging fleet to escape without at least a few seconds in range. They didn’t have any fighters out, which was a relief; they’d clearly been hiding in the super-jovian’s upper atmosphere, but where the warships’ hulls could take the pressure, standard fighters couldn’t.

They also had powerful enough engines they could climb back out, while craft like the scavengers had too much mass and not enough power. A Broadsword would be fucked, a Paladin could do it, but not for long.

They were powering straight for the fleet, and with comms down, relays of scramblers on the hulks or something similar, they were bait and a weapon, and we couldn’t even warn the goddamn fleet.

“The second moon,” I shot to the flight. “We close in and launch anti-capital missiles, then we burn for the second moon and loop around, use its gravitational…”

“The scavengers,” Panna interrupted. “They’ll have no clue.”

“They’re fucking dicks!” I snarled.

“They are,” she agreed. “But the crews and the marines aren’t.”

“Fuck!” I froze, running the calculations through my head, seeing it all, and the math was unassailable.

For us to break free without contact, we had to sacrifice the scavengers, and for four Paladins to take on what was already five capital ships, with a screen of what had to be frigates and destroyers…

It was madness.

It just wasn’t possible… was it?

Their shields would be shot to shit, after all. Their hulls would have taken at least some damage, the lightning storms generated by the shields from hiding in the jovian’s clouds… I checked it over, readings leaping into my vision, and I grinned.

“...who are they?”

“I don’t know, pirates maybe?”

“Or more traitors!”

“What if they’re saboteurs? They could have gotten…”

“Doesn’t matter!” I snapped, speaking over the frantic questions I’d been ignoring as I ran through the calculations. “We’ve got a single chance here, people, you in or out?”

“In,” Panna said without hesitation.

“In!” Aztec chimed in, echoed a second later by Decus.

“I’m in, too, boss, but what chance?”

“Their shields are fucked, but climbing,” I said quickly, seeing the flickering red of the displays. The battleship in the lead, massive and heavily scarred, one of only three in the alliance, was a joint elven, human, and Sylph creation, organic in its center with heavy technology around the core.

They were armed to the teeth with their own launch bays for fighters, planetary bombardment levels of weaponry, and a seriously nasty level of shields.

Nothing could take out a battleship but another battleship or a fleet.

Now, one was leading the way toward us, the rest of its fleet having sheltered in the calm of its wake. Huge seas of clouds streamed free of its hull as the prow became visible to the eye, not just sensors through the upper atmosphere, lightning crackling and dancing down its length as it fixed on the distant target of our fleet.

The other reason for the hulks, beyond the obvious bait and a nice place to plant relays, would be the scanners.

Their scanners would be fucked, after all, hidden in the super-jovian’s atmosphere. No scanner created could accurately see more than a mile or two in that soup.

“Decus!” I barked. “Target the treeship. Two nukes, there’s a tight beam on there somewhere broadcasting to the battleship, I want it fucked up, right now.”

Either he trusted me, or he’d always wanted to do this, because less than a second later, two nukes were barreling across the short range from where we were to the treeship.

“Fall in on me, we’re taking out a battleship,” I said, alerts flashing as my heartrate spiked, adrenaline flooding me as every pilot’s dream crested the horizon.

A tiny chance, a massive risk, and the opportunity to become a legend.

“You know, I don’t know if I should be shitting myself or celebrating,” Decus said, as they all closed in.

“Both,” Panna said firmly. “I know what his plans are usually like.”

“You’ll like this, then.” I grinned and shifted in my seat, fingers dancing as I changed the flight profile, massively increasing engine power and sending the same settings to the others to implement.

“We’re kamikaze-ing?” Aztec asked, seeing the changes.

“I hope not, but when those nukes go off, with the electrical discharge the battleship is suffering from, it’s going to be blind. Their shields are low, but they know we can’t hurt them.”

“I know we can’t hurt them…” interjected Decus.

“Capital class missiles. We’ve each got one, but they’re usually ignored, why?” I asked rhetorically, working as fast as I could, sensors in my suit picking up the twitches and minute gestures I was making with every finger at once, and converting them into commands.

“Because they’re powerful, but slow as shit. They get blown up easily.”

“And with the nukes taking out their sensor feed, and blacking out whatever they had working?”

“They’re not going to see the missiles,” Panna finished, having already seen the same thing I had.

“Exactly. Even with capital-class missiles, a battleship’s shields are insanely powerful…”

“But they’re low, and almost down,” Panna took over. “It’s suicide to take on a battleship, everyone knows that, so when they lose us…”

“They’ll assume we’re running!” Decus finished.

“Instead, we’ll be firing the missiles too close in to avoid. The first two, maybe three, should take down the shields, the fourth…”

“Takes down the battleship,” Aztec finished. “What about the nukes? We’ve got two each, then two ship-to-ship hellfires.”

“The nukes go for the fleet behind the battleship, here…” I’d been working as I spoke, plugging the numbers in and hoping my rough and ready math was right.

I sent the firing solution to the others, points for six nukes marked clearly for detonation, each one creating a collapsing zone of supercavitation. While it might not take the ships out, it would certainly fuck their shields up and throw them around enough that they’d lose any chance of catching the fleet.

I hoped.

The smaller and weaker ships were using the cleared space behind the battleship, flowing along in the zone of disturbed vacuum left behind it. The nukes would spread that safe-zone outward, then cause the space to collapse, timed to go off at exactly the same time. Each should, again, in fucking theory, shove outward then pull in the ships, collapsing their shields and doing serious damage, if it didn’t kill them outright.

“Shit, boss,” Decus said after a second, just as the nukes hit the treeship.

There was a blinding white light as they took out two massive chunks of it, sending the majority of what was left in all directions as glowing shrapnel.

Explosions don’t propagate in space, or at least not well, but when they convert matter into gas, the result sends whatever is nearby flying.

“Let’s goooooo!” I screamed, my suit flashing up that my heart rate was dangerously elevated, as were my adrenal levels, and asking for permission to regulate me.

Fuck no. I wanted to feel this!

As the blastwave smashed outward, all four of us feeling it through our own hulls as tiny fragments tore past us, deflected by our meager shields.

We all fired our engines, the plot I’d sent to the others requiring us to give as small a profile as possible to whatever sensors they managed to get up.

I led the way, seeing the others curving in and daisy-chaining behind me. Primed and ready missiles flashed on my sensors as the security lockouts that prevented very bad things happening when someone dropped a nuke in loading were removed.

The engine warnings blared as the safety limiters were exceeded, then emergency power was poured in on top. The Paladin started to shiver as the fusion core exceeded the standard levels of production and began to approach runaway levels. The pulse engines took the input, sending me and my wing racing forward at insane speeds.

We were in space, meaning that every single ounce of forward momentum we added sent the speed higher, rather than in-atmosphere, where you pressed on the accelerator and battled inertia and wind resistance and all the rest. Here, our speed climbed and climbed, the only barrier between us achieving literally lightspeed was the amount of fuel we had and the time it’d last or take.

Well, that and the super-jovian, complete with the massive battleship that was even now climbing out of the clouds before us.

We had to time this perfectly, I knew, accepting the changes to our vector that Aztec was shooting out, each ship still linked by tight-beam.

We were going to skip across the very upper ionosphere, using it to brake, but getting us close enough that their shields hadn’t had time to reform fully and their sensors to see us.

Then we’d head out to the far moon, a small rocky shithole, and swing around it, hopefully lining up on the fleet as it headed for the jump point.

“Anyone got comms with the vultures?” I asked, grinning to myself as the speed indicators climbed higher and higher. “Remember, no active locks, not until the last second…”

“Confirmed, and no, they’re still out of sight for tight-beam, but they had to notice the nukes,” Panna pointed out.

“We can hope. No time to go back for them, so it’s all on them now,” I grunted, cutting shields across my ship, diverting the power from the sides, top, bottom, and the rear, all to be fed into the front in the hope it’d help me not go splat.

“Hey, boss?” Decus sent. I grunted, gaze roaming the readouts. “You know what the last thing to go through a fly's mind is when it hits a Paladin?”

“No?”

“Its ass!”

“Fuck’s sake, man, that’s terrible!” Aztec grunted, but despite the fact that it was, in fact, terrible, it still made me grin.

“Which of these moons is your favorite?” Panna giggled, clearly feeling as full of energy and as on the edge as I was, where Aztec seemed to be going more and more grim.

“Not sure?” I replied distractedly.

“I like the third… it’s got a nice ring to it.” I glanced up, seeing the distant sparkle of the accretion ring and groaning.

“Fuck’s sake, you lot!” I frantically wracked my brain for a comeback, but came up empty until…

“You know, I bet the admiralty were going treat me like a missile before this…”

“Oh?”

“Fire and forget.” I grinned as they let out groans. “Okay, people, locking on in five.” The battleship was clearly visible now, even to the naked eye. Where before it’d been evident on readings, which we spent so long looking at we could read in our sleep, now it was right there, and it was terrifying.

There’d always been something reassuring about the battleships before now, I realized, gulping slightly as I closed on it. I’d seen them in recordings, and knowing that they were out there?

It’d been a massive comfort. Anything that huge, with banks of multiple railguns that were wider, never mind longer than my own entire Paladin?

Knowing that they were on our side, well, that was a relief.

Now, its hull dark and brooding lifted upwards, the massive engines still not clear of the clouds, but bringing a terrible glow to the scene. Knowing that it wasn’t on our side, it was fucking terrifying.

“Four… three…”

Lightning crackled along its length, and even at this distance, rapidly closing, the bright lights of rows upon rows of decks could be seen.

I didn’t know how many of the original crew were aboard her, enslaved by the elven nanites, but I was going to damn well free each and every one of them.

Even if it was the freedom of hellfire.

I swallowed hard, hating what I was about to do for a second, then forced the thought away. I’d rather be free than silently screaming inside my own head as my own nanites replaced my memories, making me believe anything and everything the elves wanted.

“…Two…”

The battleship was looking huge now, as I shifted my angle ever so slightly. The green indicator of a perfect line crossed my HUD, even as dozens of warnings, collision and worse, flashed up.

My Paladin was going to be a mess after this…

“One.”

I activated the targeting system, locking the capital-class missile on the bow of the battleship and firing literally a split second later as it recognized “good lock,” then slaving the next two missiles, both nuclear, to the firing pattern we’d worked out.

With a shiver, the missiles leaped free. The largest and heaviest launched from directly below me, hammering forward with an engine trail seemingly as wide as my ship, the bright blue glow of the pulse engines ramming it ahead of me, joined a second later by the two smaller, considerably faster nuclear ones.

They overtook the capital missile in short order, blasting past it and arcing up and around, programmed to pass the battleship and dive into the middle of the fleet.

Three of my five missiles were away. The two hellfires all I had left, while they were awesome and terrifying weapons, would barely be a pin-prick to this monster.

They were ship-to-ship dogfight weapons, and hopefully we wouldn’t…

“Launch!” Panna’s voice came over the comm. “We have launch, Broadswords, I think…”

“Fuuuck,” I snarled, waiting and just damn well hoping that my gamble paid off. To skip off the upper atmosphere as I intended, to fly across it, shedding speed enough that I could use the pull of the moon to slingshot?

I needed to hit it just right, and I was betting that the sudden, even brighter flare of the battleship's engines were in response to me painting their hull with the targeting laser.

The Broadswords were ejected into the thin remnants of the ionosphere as well, instantly taking damage, considering the way lightning suddenly crackled to life around their hulls, held back by oval bands of nothing.

That didn’t matter, though.

What mattered was that the battleship was speeding up, so the angle I had for slowing myself was narrowing. I winced, shifting the nose up slightly, then more as the line moved. I applied even more thrust, running the risk of a runaway reaction building but needing to get past the fucker before I could start to slow, and needing my wing to do it, as well!

Lights flashed all along the hull as the massive flak cannons and laser turrets started to whirr to life, filling the air around me and my missiles with explosions as the first ones opened fire.

Seconds later, Panna’s missiles flashed past me, feeling like they were close enough I could have reached out and touched them, joined a second later by the capital class, then two more.

The missiles were flaring past me, turning the space around my cockpit into a momentary kaleidoscope of light, the blue of the pulse engines, the red, white, and yellow of explosions, the flashing reds of the warnings, as more and more flak cannons opened up.

They fired micro-explosives in every direction, each of which then detonated, sending a mixture of tungsten flechettes and, weirdly still effective, aluminum foil.

It reflected the targeting signals of the missiles, making it harder to lock on once they passed through such a cloud.

The next capital missile tore past under me, and two seconds later, the last one.

All through this, knowing logically they couldn’t see me, not with their sensors at least, although they might by eye, meant that, instead of jinking and altering direction as I’d been trained all along. I was holding my course.

One that every instinct was screaming was going to see me splattered on the battleship’s bow in a minute, if I survived long enough for that to happen.


Chapter Twenty-One

I held for another second, then as the arc pulled back, I did the same, swearing as I felt every single gram of the ship’s weight, hauling back on the yoke and standing on the pedals almost as I willed the fat-bellied fucker to lift!

It seemed forever before she responded, the nose creeping up infinitesimally, and yet…

“Fire!” I screamed into the comms, matching my words to action as I pulled the trigger, selecting triple shot, depleted, and explosive ammunition.

The ship shook, the hum of the rails heating then sending shots tearing free, building and dropping. Then I was past her, the battleship flashing past below me in a split second, almost too fast to see at all. My shots hit the shields and exploded, as I hoped.

They’d forced the thin atmosphere up and away, doing perhaps a single percentage point of difference in my favor, but that was enough.

They’d also done a tiny amount of damage to the shields, damage that was massively added to a fraction of a second later, when the capital-class missile, the first one that I’d fired, hit them.

Where the normal missiles—nuclear, admittedly, but still normal—exploded, they did damage, but it wasn’t in the same league as these. This was an order of magnitude greater than any other: the anti-matter and regular matter contained in the warhead rushed towards each other, embracing their opposite in an insanely powerful release of energy.

The first missile sent the entire battleship reeling to the right and down, as if punched by the gods. The bright white light of antimatter annihilation announced to the cosmos that, once again, those fucking space orcs that called themselves humanity had done something stupid.

The shields held but dropped significantly, going from thirty-eight percent to twenty one, then the second missile hit, taking it all the way to three percent.

The third missile…

…Was hit. An insanely lucky tungsten flechette punched sideways through the containment device below the head, severing it and sending the missile arcing away in another direction, spinning wildly, only to detonate harmlessly a second later.

The fourth, though, that hit, destroying the shields entirely, taking out the ultra-thick armor of the bow and transforming a serious percentage of the battleship’s mass to molten slag.

The nukes were next, exploding behind the battleship, staggered, up and down, farther ahead and behind, to force the vacuum that the ships behind had been traveling through, that had allowed them to survive in there so long, to expand then contrast violently.

The smaller, and considerably weaker ships were tossed around like flotsam in a wild sea. Their shields flared bright and overloaded as they crashed into each other, taking heavy damage.

The Broadswords that had been launched to take us on in a show of desperate bravery, were reduced to blackened carbon, spiraling free and plunging into the depths, never to see light again.

“Fuck yeah!” I screamed as I registered all the destruction behind me, torn between wanting to tear around and hammer them, over and over, to requesting backup and hammering these sons of bitches into atoms…

…and hoping that the power losses and more might allow some of their prisoners to throw off the chains on their minds and to rise up again.

My Paladin shook like crazy, the clattering and banging making me think of a skeleton running up and down stairs for some reason. I gritted my teeth, seeing the others were with me, and feeling relief that…

“Decus?” I called, the tight-beam having miraculously kept us all connected.

“Here, Boss…”

“What’s going on?” I asked, seeing the changes in his inclination and frowning as ours remained the same, more or less, but his arced further and further out.

“Hit by flechettes,” he answered.

“Shit! Okay, we’ll come around…”

“Jamming is down, contacting the vultures,” Panna sent to me as I kept talking. 

“… we’ll fall in on your wing and…”

“Can’t do it, Boss.” Decus said, the signal wavering in and out like old-time static as additional noises were added in, pops, crackles and structural tearing noises that no pilot would ever want to hear.

“Why?” I asked, forcing myself to be calm as I looked over the details, seeing the mass versus acceleration details, and being unable to work out a new vector that would work.

“You know it.”

“We’ll make it work,” I said determinedly. “We…”

“Vulture-01 is heading back to the barn. He abandoned the marines and techs who were too far in, broke off, and is heading back at full speed. Vulture-02 is waiting as long as he can, but the distance between each of them and the people aboard means we’re going to lose people.” Panna interrupted across the group.

“Vulture-01.” I called, locking his signal and knocking. He connected, no longer blocking me, and his voice came across frantic.

“What the fuck are you all doing out there! Get back and give me cover, right fucking now! I’m flying a fucking garbage scow and…” he half-screamed, clearly panicking.

“Where are you going, Vulture-01?” I asked carefully, a terrible cold filling me. He’d run for it to save himself, leaving his companion to have to risk himself to save the people he should have had aboard.

That meant there was no chance of them being able to get to Decus, not now.

“Where am I going? What the hell are you talking about! That’s an entire battle group back there, and I’m flying a goddamn brick! I need support, right now, and…”

“You left your people, Vulture-01,” I hissed. “You left them, and now my friend is going to die because you’re a fucking COWARD!”

“No I…”

“Kick his ass for me, boss,” Decus said into the chat. I blinked, gritting my teeth as I realized I was still connected to the team. In my panic, I’d added Vulture-01 to it, rather than connecting to him privately.

“Decus, we can still…” I started to say, before breaking off, my mind awhirl.

“No, you can’t,” he said sadly. “We all know it, math and physics, Boss, can’t argue with them. Even if we could, I’ve got less than four minutes of air, holes in the tank, it looks like.”

“We… we…” Panna whispered as all of us tried to come up with a reason, an excuse that the cosmos might accept.

“I’m going out on my terms, Boss. Two hellfires left, and there’s a hell of a challenge back there for me. Raise a glass, and it was my honor to fly with you all, legends to the end.” With that, Decus cut the connection.

Aztec screamed as his closest friend turned onto his side, decelerating hard and arcing back toward the incoming wave of fighters that were lifting from the heavily damaged carrier and battleship.

There was silence in the comms, beyond the distant and unimportant bleating of Vulture-01, and the Spirit’s comms tech demanding to know what was going on.

“Fly straight,” I whispered, blinking away tears that fogged my LENs instantly.

“We could…” Aztec started to say, before breaking off, clearly having no other suggestions to make. It wasn’t that we couldn’t turn around, after all. We could; we were already cutting the draw on the engines to a more reasonable rate. Despite the heavy drain and the shaking we were going through in the upper ionosphere, our shields were holding.

The problem was it was suicide.

We’d have to fly directly back toward the mass of ships that had been launched, as well as the badly damaged and presumably not very happy capital ships, their screening fighters, destroyers, and frigates and…

We wouldn’t stand a chance. Most likely? Flak cannons would take us out before we ever got in visual range of the fuckers again.

Add to that, we’d have to come to a virtual stop then accelerate back toward them. In that time, they’d be building speed all the time. In space, speed was massively important.

Also, not only would we stand basically a snowball’s chance in hell of getting through the mess of pissed-off bad guys, but once we did? We’d then have to try and catch up to the fleet, which was currently outnumbered and outgunned.

We’d be left behind by the time they reached the jump point.

If the admiralty were any fucking use at all, ours I mean, they’d have seen the chance we’d bought for them here. A battleship and its attendant fleet, badly damaged and just leaving the super-jovian’s atmosphere?

The momentum they’d built up and the element of surprise were both fucked. They were practically sitting ducks, and after that damage, the shield emitters for the bow of the battleship had to be slag.

They could use railguns, fuck knows we’ve got enough of those, and the fleet could take it out still, then it’d be mainly even odds… maybe?

“Spirit of Humanity,” I called, knowing that it just made sense! “We’ve crippled the enemy fleet. If you shift the fleet now and open fire with railguns, then a full spread of missiles…”

“Negative Paladin-OE138, return to your designated hangars. Mission takes precedence.”

“But…” I grunted, stunned. If we could convince them to launch an attack, Decus could close with one of us, match velocity and jump across, or maybe-

“Spirit, this is Paladin-OE167, request reassessment of the mission. We have a full battlegroup gone rogue here, badly damaged. Our mission is to protect Earth and her colonies. Leaving this group to roam when we could have stopped them? That’s the exact opposite of our mission.”

“Negative, Paladin-OE167, confirming RTB, this mission is critical to the war effort, and there’s issues you’re not aware of. Return To Base or be left behind. Admiral Rapsten out.”

Silence fell in the remains of our group for several seconds. Panna, always the sensible one, cleared her throat, presumably fighting down the same utter rage that I was over the stupidity of the admiralty.

Yeah, we were outnumbered. Yes, okay, if they moved to where they had line of sight on the battlegroup, then they were in the crosshairs, as well.

Of course, I knew that was how it worked, but a threat like this? We’d probably all die or end up on a single ship, with everyone fighting to keep it flying as we returned back the way we’d come to Earth. We’d have to put off the fight for a while as we rebuilt and rearmed.

That meant the elves and their alliance would have a better chance in the future. Yes, I wasn’t an idiot, I could see that. But to leave an entire battle group roaming behind us? They could do anything, hell, they could turn the tables in the war by heading to Earth and doing exactly what we were going to do!

They might win, and they’d be able to glass the fucking planet properly, or they might run and repair, rebuild and rearm, and add other ships until they were unstoppable!

It didn’t make any sense, it just fucking di…

“Ajax, we need to go.” Panna’s voice jolted me out of my downward spiral of anger, making me look across at the glimmering silver of her ship to my right, the reflected light of the sun off the moon ahead lighting her for me. “You know we don’t have a choice. If the Spirit is leaving, either we go with her, or we die. Well, that or surrender. You think the elves will be feeling generous?”

“Fuck,” I whispered, blinking as I fought against it. It felt like when I’d pulled away, when I’d actually started the arc towards the moon. To line up on the fleet again, that was when I was abandoning Decus. I hesitated another second, then two, then swore violently and pulled up as the flightpath began to be outlined in red, warning that the required steepness of ascent was approaching the maximum.

“On me,” I growled, unable to say anything else as my LENs stayed blurry and tears tracked down my cheeks.

The others followed me silently, and I watched in my HUD as the fighters that had been launched, as well as the missiles, abandoned pursuit, seeing that they couldn’t reach us before we’d be out of range.

Instead, they all focused in on Decus.


Chapter Twenty-Two

The last few seconds of Decus’ flight seemed to both take forever and be over in a blur. At the range we were approaching—and the blurriness of my LENs didn’t fucking help—all that I could see was the icons for each. Decus closing on their fleet, two more of our blue icons breaking free as he fired his hellfires, and the dozen red fighters closing on him, along with at least fifty enemy missiles.

It was cold, the way that his icon simply winked out, followed by one of his missiles a second later. I watched with half an eye as I adjusted for the moon’s rotation, as the final missile split.

The hellfire was called that because it literally was hell to face. As it closed on its target, the outer sheath was discarded and fifty smaller, self-guided munitions exploded free.

Each of them was nuclear, but rather than an explosion, they fired what was called a nuclear-pulsed laser. A single-shot weapon that aligned on the nearest enemy and put all the fires of nuclear fury into a single half-second beam of devastation.

The remains of the device were basically fucked afterwards, having a half-life longer than any human civilization could boast, so they could never be used attached to a ship, if you wanted to fly the ship again. But as a missile?

They locked onto a dozen or more signals, and they all winked out a few seconds later, just as enemy hellfires blossomed around them and counterattacked.

Space erupted into an insane flare of radiation as the lasers locked onto anything that wasn’t their side and fired.

“Fly straight, brother,” I whispered, not knowing or caring if I was broadcasting or not, before taking a deep breath and speaking to Panna and Aztec again.

“Okay, we’re closing on the moon, we’ve got…” I ran the calculations to double check again and nodded to myself. “We’ve got a seven-second burn for alignment, then seventeen minutes of coasting closing on the fleet before we begin deceleration. Then it should be a case of land and sit on our asses until the fleet reaches the jump point.”

“I’m going to be busy,” Aztec sent back in a low growl, pinging the ID for Vulture-01. I grunted in agreement, feeling my knuckles itching.

“Spirit, this is Paladin-OE167, requesting confirmation of Cisco-07 and Cisco-12 status.” Panna asked. We held our breath, waiting.

“Paladin-OE167, this is Spirit, Cisco-07 is low on fuel and closing for final approach, unloaded. Cisco-12 has launched and is RTB, estimated time is forty-seven minutes, and is heavily loaded.”

“Spirit, how many of the crew did Cisco-12 retrieve?”

“Paladin-OE167, Cisco-12 recovered all crew and one Paladin, damaged.”

“Spirit, this is Paladin-OE138, requesting formal censure of Cisco-07 for cowardice and abandoning their post and crew, as well as formal recognition of Cisco-12’s success,” I said, cutting in.

“Paladin-OE138, request noted. RTB.” The connection cut off, and I growled a little under my breath.

“Of course we’re Returning To Base,” I muttered into the Paladin chat. “Where the hell do they think we’re going to go? A fucking moonlit stroll?”

“At least you got the request in. Regardless, I think we’ll have to fight to get a turn at that fucker,” Panna added, making both Aztec and me grumble.

“Better be something left for me.” Aztec said quietly. “I’ve got plans…”

“Need a hand?” I asked.

“Definitely. I’ll need the cameras and suit systems bypassed.”

“Suit…?”

“Space suit.”

“You know they don’t work, not properly.” Panna pointed out.

“It’ll work well enough for what I’ve got planned.”

“I’m in.”

“Me, too,” Panna agreed. With that, the chat went silent as we slaved the Paladins together, linking RI autopilots and approving med deliveries from our suits.

The moon we were about to slingshot around had a thin atmosphere. Hell, it was a degraded rock, basically, but we needed its gravitational pull, and as such, at the speed we were going to be going, we’d be well past the inertial dampeners’ capabilities.

We’d pass out in less than a minute, with most of the remainder of the journey being by autopilot.

Each ship tucked in behind the others again, daisy-chained in formation, making the most of the systems to bring us to our new heading.

As the ship switched to auto, minute adjustments as the engines fired positional bursts, the moon switched from above and to my left to hovering overhead.

I laid back, the seat adjusting and swelling up to provide cushioning as it adjusted to an acceleration couch. I released the controls, resting my arms in their grooves. The pressure grew and grew, making it difficult to do anything, including breathing, as the system gave us meds designed to make the transition from and back to consciousness as smooth as possible.

There were other drugs, ones that would keep us conscious for these kind of maneuvers, but the side effects meant that, unless we needed to, it was better not to risk it.

I looked the system over as I slid from consciousness. On a whim, I dumped a copy of the comms data directly into storage, deciding I might as well make the most out of the neural link. After all, I’d need it as defense, if anyone caught us dealing with that asshole.

The moon faded as the pressure built, light slowly seeping away until the world vanished, and I passed out.

I laid there for what seemed forever, the drugs inducing weird dreams as always, making the climb back to consciousness seem to take forever.

It felt like I was stuck in that weird no-man’s-land of dreams and wakefulness forever, hearing the distant sounds of the ship as it adjusted course, the beeps as it picked up data and displayed them, and the occasional buzz of comms traffic.

Eventually though, I blinked my eyes open, feeling like I’d been stuck on the cusp of nightmares for too long.

As the seat gently reformed itself, lifting me into place with a whirr of servos and a subtle shifting as the foam of the cushioning deflated, I reached out, taking command again.

The others woke slowly, the adjustments that had been made to me, having both sets of nanites, even if the fuckers were apparently mostly still inactive, and the interface having brought me round slightly faster.

I made the changes needed to the course, approved the link to the Spirit, and requested landing clearance as we approached, barely paying attention as we closed.

Panna and Aztec did the same, separating out from the daisy-chain and firing their deceleration thrusters as I fired mine.

The last section of the flight was the most boring, as we filled our time in various ways. The report on the flight was easy. Panna, as always, was the most organized and wrote hers in minutes, shooting it across to us for us to strip bits out and put in our own details, cheating the bureaucracy as humans had since it was created.

I slotted my sections in, approving some bits and grinning darkly as I saw I was named as a member of the flight, no longer the flight leader, since the comms tech had removed me from that role.

That was going to bite them in the ass, considering I’d just nearly taken out a battle group.

I finished my details, adding in extra commentary on Vul… Cisco-07’s cowardice, making damn sure they’d never be flying again.

When that was done, I looked up at the ship as we closed on it, gloomily watching as tiny lights and flares showed bots working even now, still trying to repair old battle damage.

It was weird that the hulks that had been out there had been joint human and elven, and it still rankled me. They had set them up as bait, after all, why not just use the elven ones?

The inclusion of human and elven had been one of the things that made it clear they were there. Had the wreckage all been elven, we’d still have tried to scavenge it after all, just not for ships.

Had it all been human? We’d probably not have had the warning we had.

It just seemed clumsy, after all. It wasn’t like the elven ships could pass as human, not with the spectrographic readings…

My scanner switched modes at that stray thought, and already locked onto the ship, scanned its spectrographic composition.

I grunted, annoyed that I was so undisciplined that it would do this and resolving to either master the neural link or to remove it entirely, when something caught my eye.

The ship registered as ours, obviously. It was, after all, but the repairs?

They glowed orange in my awareness, where the rest of the ship’s hull, the older, solid sections, were a cool blue. I frowned, highlighting the repaired sections and scanning them again.

Immediately, my comms went off, and the same asshole tech aboard spirit was there.

“Paladin-OE137, cease scanning and explain your actions!”

“Apologies, Spirit, I was checking on the progress of the repairs, that’s…”

“Cease scans!” he barked, finally sounding something other than bored and disdainful. “You could… you could damage the bots performing the repairs!”

“Ceasing scans,” I agreed, flicking them off, but frowning as the connection was cut. How the hell would me scanning a damaged section of the ship make any difference?

I dismissed it, twisting around to follow the plot, thrusters still firing to slow me, as I came in for final approach lining up on my hangar.

The doors opened smoothly, lights flickering in a welcome sign. As I triggered a gentle burst, sliding me forward and into the bay, the rails hinged open then closed on the ship and drew me upwards.

The landing gear locked into place as I ran through my post-flight checklist, like I’d done a hundred times.

By the time I looked up, the fuso muscle arms were taking control, lifting and rotating me, locking the ship into position ready for her next launch.

Lights flared as the doors sealed, the no-atmosphere alert becoming audible as the bay was flooded. Then it died along with the lights as doors unlocked, and techs streamed in.

The air was suddenly filled with whoops and hollers, as not only my team, but dozens raced in, the crew and passengers of the massive scavenger parked in a bay I could just make out off to the left racing inward as well.

The massive 12 painted on its side made it clear these were the rescued people that the first asshole had abandoned. I ground my teeth, thinking of my friend, left out there in the cold, somewhere, probably reduced to a smear of atoms.

“Take it,” I heard through my comms. I blinked, hearing the echo of other cries through Panna’s link. “Take the cheers and play along. They think we saved them, and we did. Play along and be the reigning heroes. When things calm down, then we find that fucker.”

I froze for a second, then nodded, reaching up and flicking the links on my helmet. “She’s right,” I said coldly. “We’re with you, Aztec, but right now? Play along; it’ll make it harder for anyone to do anything to us later, if it comes out. For now, smile and wave, and we mourn with our people later.”

“Agreed,” Aztec replied grimly, the background shouting coming across his link as well.

I triggered the cockpit releases, standing and waving, forcing a smile for them all as people swarmed around, shouting about our victory.

Dozens of people chanted my name, others screamed about it being payback, more shouted Decus’s name, knowing that we’d lost one of our own.

The cacophony grew as I clambered free and into the crowd, getting hugs and pats, playful shouts and smacks on my shoulders—and ass—as well as hugs and kisses, before being hoisted onto the shoulder of two of my techs.

I laughed despite myself, until I saw one of the techs, Martin, plugging a device into the memory core of my ship, frowning as he pushed people aside.

He saw me looking and lifted his arm, waving his BAT before making his fingers dance as he worked, sending me a message with one hand, as the other did his job.

Ivory towers want the memory downloaded and scrubbed… no clue why, priority-one.

Understood… wonder what they want?

Who knows, must have thought you saw something when you were fighting…

Just that Scavenger being a coward…

Probably all it is, want it for when they space him, or promote him, you know the ivory tower…

I nodded, dismissing it, knowing that the ivory tower, as most of us called the admiralty when we didn’t want to draw their attention, made shit up as they went along with regard to the regs.

Then a last thought came to me unbidden as I was carried across the bay, making my blood run cold. I suddenly wished I’d examined the scanner’s results more carefully as it raced through my mind.

What if it wasn’t what I saw out there, but what I saw when I got back?


Chapter Twenty-Three – Present Day

I shifted uncomfortably, a tickling, itching sensation running down my left side. I adjusted slightly, trying to get it to stop, mumbling something to Panna, thinking she was running her fingernails across my skin and wanting her to just fuck off for five minutes while I slept…

I blinked at the glare of the sun, wincing as it shone down on me, reaching even here, into the hidden space under the tree and…

Tree? Sunlight?

I blinked as the feeling of something running up my side came again. I hissed, panicking as I realized it wasn’t Panna, and it was inside my fucking suit!

I scrambled forwards, half-dragging my new limb as I frantically dug at the soft ground to get out, the twisted remains of the cybernetic limb carving furrows in the dirt.

As soon as I was out from under the fallen and burned tree, I spun around, clawing at my side, feeling something moving, something that sank teeth or claws into me in protest at my questing hand.

I swore violently, yanking at it and panicking that, with only one fucking hand, I couldn’t undo my suit to get it out without letting go.

The suit was too tight to be able to pull it entirely free, and too strong to be able to just rip it, so, despite every instinct, after a few seconds of crushing and squeezing, I gave in and let go, my hand flying up to the connection on the front and frantically tabbing it open. The creature went wild, goring my side and tearing the flesh, heading south.

That filled me with utter terror, considering I had what, to a creature intent on feasting on meat, was probably a very attractive sausage, and an easy-access ‘-entrance-’ only slightly ahead of where it was currently moving.

That is, if it didn’t just make its own way in.

I hissed in pain, tearing at the connections, slap, turn, slap, turn, slap. As each released, I moved faster and more panicked onto the next, seeing the blood that was being torn free, before I spotted its tail.

It was a two-pronged thing, like pincers on its ass, with a dozen legs that ended in chitinous tips, two to a segment, and it was wormlike in its flexibility. I couldn’t see the head, but as soon as I saw that, I grabbed it, thankfully closing my hand over the pincers, so they couldn’t do it to me.

I pulled hard.

The damn thing dug its legs in, tearing furrows in my flesh, but before it could get a decent grip, it was moving, and all I had to do was keep pulling.

The head, when it emerged, was a thing of nightmare, reminding me of pictures of a locust I’d seen when researching earth, hoping something would jog a memory loose.

Except it had pointed teeth like a piranha.

I swung it over and down atop a rock, the head bursting as it connected and the body going wild. I let go, the entire length of it rolling up tight then jerking straight, legs flashing and gouging its own carapace as the pincers clacked and twisted.

I kicked it, sending it rolling a dozen feet, where it continued to flop around as I doubled over, hissing in pain. The wounds I’d already had, beyond the dead arm, obviously, had clotted over and were well on their way to recovery, until I added to them.

Now my left side was a mess of scratches and torn flesh, with a dozen bites that I just fucking knew would be infected soon, considering my luck.

I checked myself, moving quickly. Yesterday’s discovery of those white worms in my damn arm made me paranoid about the bites. But as near as I could tell, after clambering out of the suit entirely and checking myself from every angle I could, I was clean.

I forced myself to examine my left arm as well, looking at the dead-zone from just below my left shoulder, and the several inches that remained, now attached to the cybernetic limb.

I was more than a bit surprised to find that, first of all, the flesh didn’t look as bad as I’d expected. It was pale and bloody as all hell in places, black where the blood had dried and caused crusts, but the suit had closed the limb off, severely restricting the blood flow, until I’d stupidly stripped out of the suit.

Now the suit lay on the floor, and the band of formerly restricted flesh was a mottled and angry purple. That was understandable. Totally so, as were the black lines of infection that led upward and outward from the shoulder.

What was stunning, though, was that there were sections of the flesh attached to the crappy cybernetic that hung from the shoulder now.

I reached up a hesitant hand, touching it gently and feeling flesh, sort of. It was thicker than normal flesh, more rubbery and certainly stronger, but…

But it was there, and more importantly, the looseness I’d felt yesterday, that had led me to trying the arm on with the sleeve of the suit, was gone.

The arm was still shit, I mean, seriously, I’d cut my arm off and stuck a two-foot length of steel in its place. Yes, it had connections and more, and a residual power crystal that…

…that was now buried in the strange gray “flesh.”

I felt like I should be screaming in horror at it, at everything that had happened so far. But looking at it, I could only summon the vaguest concern. Yes, it was a bit shitty, but right now? My life was measured in hours, anyway, what was one more shitty thing?

A sudden coughing bellow rang out in the distance, and I dropped low, grabbing my suit and pulling it on. I quickly stepped into the boots, picking up a rock, the one I’d just broken the last beast over, in fact, and I searched around, grim-faced and ready.

Nothing else happened for a few seconds, until…

A sudden cloud of spores misted the horizon a few hundred meters ahead and to the right of me, the trees shivering as they blasted them out, blanketing an area, followed by a roar of anger and the breaking of branches.

I crouched down, thinking fast.

The noise had come from mostly the direction I was heading in, anyway, it just wasn’t direct ahead. That was fine. The sound, though, I’d not heard anything like it from the locals until now, which made me think about the creature I’d found and stolen the “leg” from that was my new arm.

If it was one of those creatures, they might be armed. More to the point, the first one had died in the forest, this one might as well. I could wrap my face up and maybe raid its corpse, or just kill it outright.

Either way, something had changed in me that I recognized. Something that had begun with the crash, and the decisions I’d had to make since then, including feeding my own arm to a fucking tree and drinking the blood of the beasts I killed.

Even the thought of that had made me desperate last night, but now? I looked about, and the remains of the creatures, clearly fed upon by something else, maybe the insect thing or maybe something else, filled me with disgust.

I felt no need to feed on them, but the insect?

That made me salivate, now that I thought about it.

That also disgusted and concerned me, because it was an insect, one that was laid curled up now and weeping some kind of gray mush streaked with what I assumed was my blood.

It looked utterly disgusting, and I wanted it.

I shook myself as the bellow rose again, and I quickly finished shrugging into the suit, closing it up and sealing it. Hopefully, whoever was shouting would be a sentient and upright fucker, preferably armed and with food.

Either way, though, I was going to kill them.

I paused, then ripped the suit a little more, making a better mask for myself and wrapping my head, tightening it and testing it, making sure I could breathe, but that there were no exposed sections for the spores, and with that done?

I started to jog into the forest ahead of me.

The first dozen meters were easy, as the tree creatures had clearly forgotten about me or assumed I was dead, or whatever, so they didn’t respond.

After that, as the flowers started to swell. The creature seemed to become more and more aware of me. I ran, hurrying from root to grass, to the path and back, running in the direction I thought the bellow had come from, but always moving.

As the flowers swelled, releasing spores into the air in gentle exhalations that moved closer and closer to me, I started to pay more attention to the ground, remembering the little blood pouches.

I saw a long flat rock on one side and jumped onto it, taking two quick steps and leaping to another and another.

At first, it made no difference, but as the seconds turned to minutes, the flowers burst less frequently. Soon, they seemed to fall away altogether. I sensed something then, something strange, almost like a voice speaking to me. I dropped, going prone on the rock and staring around.

Every newly awoken instinct whispered that I was safe, details seeming to be highlighted in the world around me past the levels of normality.

The gentle caress of the breeze as it tickled hairs on my arm, ruffling my short-cropped brown hair, scents that made it past the mask were dull and normal, as near as I could tell.

I listened, hearing the shouts in the distance as they grew weaker, occasional snapping of twigs and branches rising as they blundered around, and yet…

I hadn’t heard a voice per se, not like someone shouting “hey you.” More like a hint, a notification, something that slid down into my mind and just whispered its intent, departing as soon as it was done.

I didn’t know what it’d been, and it didn’t make sense, but…

I looked at the rocks around me, at the path and the roots. I felt information, information I had no right to own. I felt the tiniest sliver of ancestral memory, of living in symbiosis with the trees.

I sensed something about it. Something about its attention, about escaping it and letting it forget you. It would never help you to catch your prey, not this, not us, we were too weak, too small. But it would ignore us, in favor of better prey, provided we kept small and stayed away from…

“From the core.” I whispered to myself, eye widening as I almost saw it before me, the core of the creature itself, where it collected and stored something.

Something that I wanted, something that all the creatures of this world fought each other for.

I didn’t know more about it. I didn’t know how I knew it, but I knew I needed it, and badly.

The bellows in the distance were getting weaker, and I grimaced. Other creatures in the area, things like my little blood pouches would be hunting and waiting. If I wanted to scavenge whatever this thing was, I needed to move, or I’d be too late.

I started off again, this time across the various stones and clear sections, areas not covered by the roots, blind spots to the greater creature, seemed almost to be highlighted to me. I picked up speed.

I stumbled here and there, landing too hard, skidding, or not being fast enough to spot the next safe zone.

When this happened, the flowers reacted, bulging, rising in readiness. But, if I could manage the next few leaps, then it was fine, as they’d wither away again.

I landed at the back of a pack of the little creatures advancing one at a time, leaping and stopping unhurriedly.

There were five, maybe six of them, all with their back to me as I landed nearby, as lightly as I could. I quietly lowered the stone, about to drop it in favor of the shiv, then I grinned to myself. After all, why not use the advantages I already had?

The small group proceeded slowly, clearly fixed on something I couldn’t yet see, but here and there, a flower twitched near them.

They were small beasts, and I’d already seen the plant take them down. The flaps that covered their breathing organs were raised, clearly in anticipation of their next meal, and unsuspecting.

I hefted the rock, and threw it hard, before stepping back out of sight behind an old deadfall.

The effect was immediate, helped by the rock slamming into the back of the head of one of the creatures. It tumbled forwards, head cracked open, fluids gushing from a wound and onto an exposed root.

The flowers on all sides struck, swelling up in their dozens and releasing the spores, blasting the area over and over as I balanced precariously on a small rock the size of my head.

After a handful of seconds, I crept around to lean on the deadfall, peering around the edge to find the collection of little beasts had hunkered down, acting on instinct and clearly hoping to ride it out. That worked for me.

I pried up a small stone from the ground, being exceedingly careful and freezing when a flower nearby trembled. I gave it a minute, then got another and another, before moving slowly to another section and picking them up as well.

Always, I stayed as smooth in my movements, and as careful as I could be, until I finally had a dozen stones, ranging from the size of my thumb to the size of my palm.

Then, I started to throw.

It didn’t matter if I hit or missed, though I tried to hit them, as a matter of principle. If I did, and I took the creature out? I got a little surge of pleasure and a strange feeling of progress, like I was managing to achieve something that meant more than I thought it should.

If I missed?

Well, that was fine as well, because then the spores blanketed the area again, and the little bastards couldn’t help but draw them in.

I ran out of stones before I ran out of targets, but the few that still stood were weaving drunkenly. Clearly, size mattered, as they were having a lot of problems staying upright.

I moved on, gathering a few more stones, taking the time to aim and throw more carefully. I adjusted to the balance issues with the new left arm, landing three of the four throws and grinning to myself before the last one hit something hidden in the undergrowth and bounced off with a clang of steel. It struck the ground and clattered across rocks and roots before coming to a halt next to one of the twitching bodies.

I froze, staring at the concealing branches, the bulging ground formed a ridge that I’d assumed to be made up of mainly the vines growing across the top of a rock formation or fallen tree or something. Clearly that had sounded nothing like stone or dirt.

Then the scream rang out.

One of the creatures I’d hit hadn’t been killed outright, as the bigger rocks had done to a few or been drugged by the spores. Instead, it’d been stunned and knocked into the tree trunk nearest it.

It screamed as it tried to pull free, its hide and hair being inexorably dragged inwards, as the little creature tried to get loose.

I crouched, my heart rate rising quickly. The noise had to have drawn attention; there was no way in a forest as carnivorous as this fucker, a screaming creature was going to escape notice.

I’d been damn lucky last night, I suspected, the drifting clouds of spores having probably kept the area clear after I’d slaughtered so many of the little bastards.

Then when they’d cleared? Whatever else was in the territory had come and feasted on the remains and had finally fucked off, clearly not happy about how exposed the hilltop was, unaware that I was unconscious nearby.

Now, though, the killing of smaller members of the ecosystem had drawn a larger predator, and it slowly crept across the top of the branches nearby.

I swallowed hard, seeing it out of the corner of my eye as it moved, branches creaking under its weight.

It was large, almost as big as I was. But for a forest, that was plenty big, especially a forest that drugged and ate you if you moved wrong.

The small creature was squealing, its cries getting more and more panicked, even as its movements got weaker and weaker… but the fucker wasn’t watching it.

I shifted as slowly as I could, turning to face it and seeing a creature like a six-legged jaguar, a long beak topped with a triangular, glossy black protrusion in place of its eyes.

It was also pointed dead at me.

I held my ground, staring at it, a primal need to run, to fight, to do something rising in me, until a sudden burst of yellow light washed the clearing, moving left to right, with steady speed highlighting everything, leaving everything glowing subtly. I blinked, stunned.

The world had changed, as lines of text flowed across my vision, a tag attached to the creature that eyed me hungrily, blank currently, but flashing as it tried to populate.

In the center of everything, though, a single line glowed steadily, like the system messages I got when my BAT, LENs, and Paladin were fully synced.

I froze as I read the words again and again.

Congratulations, Prototype, System Online. Prepare For Augmentation.


Chapter Twenty-Four

I stared at the mass of data, at the way the world was suddenly cataloging itself. Multiples of the same plant were identified, marked up, then ignored. The greater tree-organism was highlighted, pulsing as more than ninety percent of the surrounding area was identified as the same thing. My display faded back to normal, a single, blank tag identifying that as well.

Then the predator in the branches shifted, and the system locked in on that. It highlighted the creature, a red pulse washing over it in my vision, screaming danger.

A feeling like someone walking over my grave rolled through me, and I shivered slightly. At my movement, it crouched lower in the trees, its butt wiggling in anticipation as it prepared to pounce.

I had a mere moment as the back of my mind idly cataloged that as a cat’s instinct, the butt-wiggle of doom being the last thing many small rodents saw before they became lunch.

Then I snapped back to the fact that it wasn’t a fucking kitty. It was the same size as I was, a treetop predator like a six-legged jaguar, and I was its next meal.

The system started to do something else, populating a series of small details about it and the area, when without any further warning, the creature leaped at me.

I jerked back, stunned, totally unprepared. It landed on the deadfall I was hiding behind, bounding straight off and leaping at me. Arms spread wide, its hooked talons glinted in the light as they closed on me.

I didn’t have time to run, to dodge, the fucker was that fast. Staggering back two steps, I brought both arms up. At a glint of metal on my left, I shoved the two feet of steel ahead, grabbing it with my right and adjusting, aiming for the fucker’s sharp toothed nightmare of a maw.

The creature’s keen eye caught something new, something shiny, then it registered it’d just made a major mistake.

I caught it in the mouth, ramming my new metal mass into the depths of its maw. One of its long fangs caught on a section and snapped off, breaking halfway to its root as the rest of the metal slammed into the back of its throat.

I fell, the fucker landing atop me, claws flashing, tearing into my flightsuit and the soft flesh underneath. It was yowling, half-screaming. Blood frothed up, and it twisted and yanked its head, frantically trying to free the lance-like mass jammed into its throat.

It jerked back, digging its claws into my right hip and dragged another set of claws down the mass of steel half-buried in its mouth, before backing up again, throwing its head from side to side and yanking me about like a ragdoll.

The only thing I could do was hang on. The fucker might be my size, but it out-massed me by a lot, and almost all of it was solid muscle.

The metal of my arm was stronger than both of us, though, locked onto my bones, and it simply ignored the scrape of the claws as a gout of blood splattered across me.

Then so did the spores, as the flowers around us both had, unbeknownst to us, sensed our fight and were making sure they got their share as well.

I panicked, grabbing at my mask where it had started to slip, and pressed it tight to my face, howling as the claws tore into me. Unable to do much more, I stabbed weakly forward with my left shoulder as the creature tried to free itself.

After a few seconds, something gave way, a snap reverberating down my arm, and the cat went wild.

It had been yanking me side to side, jerking backward and clawing at me, thankfully concentrating on the metal in its mouth more than me, but something stabbed in my pocket as I banged against the deadfall of the tree.

Something sharp jabbed into my upper thigh, and I cursed myself. Getting a mouthful of the mask, I bit down to hold it in place as much as I could before slapping at my side, searching frantically for the pocket.

It took two, maybe three seconds to find it, and in that time, my leg was even more fucked up, but eventually I found the slit of the pocket and reached in, grabbing the homemade shiv and yanking it free.

Then I stabbed the fucker in the side of its throat, over and over, screaming through my gag of material as I struck again and again.

Blood washed out across my hand and chest as the creature panicked, unable to get free of the metal or the knife. It yanked and twisted again, a fresh gout of blood coming loose as another fang gave way. Then, with a snap, it was free, staggering back as if drunk, coughing and heaving as I dragged the shiv down its side.

It took two more steps, then sank to the floor, coughing and shaking as blood poured from its mouth and throat.

I fell back, pain flooding me as I finally felt most of the damage that I’d taken and stared at the cat from where I lay, exhausted.

The creature gave one last attempt at getting on its feet, the spores floating gently down all around us. Then a shudder ran through the cat, and it collapsed in a pool of steadily spreading blood and lay still.

I dropped the shiv, pressing the cloth in around my mouth and nose more carefully, wiping my eyes clear and retying the mask. Making myself as safe as possible, I hissed in disbelief at the wounds on my hip and thigh.

I felt them, but nowhere near as much as I should, and that scared the shit out of me as the spores settled onto and around the wounds. I rolled halfway over, dragging myself to the rocks and the deadfall, knowing that laying on the roots was tantamount to suicide. As I moaned in pain and dismay, the flowers burst again, shooting more spores into the air.

I made it onto the rock, and I huddled against the tree, having first of all checked it was actually a tree, not a fucking carnivorous plant masquerading as a goddamn tree. Bleeding heavily, I slumped, unable to do anything about it. The flight suit was already shredded to shit and barely even decent.

I didn’t really care about decency right now; it wasn’t like I was going to accidentally flash my cock at someone and get a demerit or time in a cell. But I needed something to literally keep the insects and worse from crawling up my asshole and breeding or biting my cock off.

Worst of all, I felt the building lassitude, a desire to just rest, to just catch my breath for a few more seconds. And unlike before, I wasn’t even close to healthy.

I was bleeding out, broken, and no doubt the local predators and scavengers would come soon, drawn by the scent of blood.

I laid there, trying to muster the energy, ignoring a pulsing flashing thing that seemed to be trying to pester me into motion. My blood was slowly pooling, shimmering gently as it ran down the side of the rock I sat on, flowing across ridges and…

Shimmering. It shimmered; the top of the blood had a reflective coating, like oil on water. Like the bodies I’d fed on earlier, and… I glanced up at the cat, and details flashed across my vision as it was highlighted.

The LENs was linking to something, I guessed, but what the hell? The entire beast was highlighted, then the blood, and a chemical breakdown started flashing up, lines of data scrolling faintly, then growing more and more defined as I forced my tired eyes to focus on it.

A single line flashed, and the entire scrolling mess of text slammed to a stop. The symbols meant nothing to me, but they flashed, showing a tiny percentage marker next to them, making me frown.

The more I looked, the more absorbed I became. The text and the other details were as good as gibberish for all I could make out their meaning, as I stared through them, but the corpse…

I couldn’t stop looking at it, and the more I watched the blood slowly pouring out, the more obsessed I became. I didn’t even realize it when I started to move at first, dragging myself across the rock then back out across the roots, the flowers blooming again as more spores were released, blanketing the area.

A smear of my own blood trailed across the floor as I went, stabbing the shiv into the corpse and using it as an anchor to pull myself onto the cooling body. I hesitated for only a split second, searching for the best spot before sawing clumsily at the inside of one leg, the bend of the elbow where a thick vein was clearly visible.

Blood burst forth, and I clamped my mouth over it, on instinct, letting out an unconscious moan of pleasure at the experience. It was hot still, not even just warm, and I saw something before my eyes again, details flashing, until I growled deep in my throat, banishing them as I bit down harder, drinking the wonderful mess.

Time passed, as I laid there, mouth glued to the veins, ignoring the coarse, short fur, the dirt, the cooling flesh, everything.

The only thing that affected me was when I started to struggle with getting any more out. I had to move, rolling the corpse over and getting at another section, feeding again and again.

Hours must have passed as the heat of the afternoon grew, then died away as I slumped over the drained corpse. The blood filled my belly, making me lethargic, even as my own blood loss slowed and stopped. Eventually, I dragged myself free, shoving the body away and forcing myself to move. Sluggishly, I made my way back across to my rock and lay there, burping gently as I fixed my gaze on the body before me.

At some point, the spores had stopped being released, so I laid there, back against the fallen tree, staring aimlessly.

The flashing that had filled the world for a while, combined with the hunger, had overtaken my mind. Now though, I stared at the cat, wondering what it was.

Instantly, a text box bloomed in my vision with its title and a tagline leading to the beast, confusing the shit out of me.

Cat:

Unknown feline hexapod, locally adapted, enhanced hunting beast.

Estimated Gain: 27

Threat index: 3

Viable Target Species

“Viable target?” I mumbled, and a new box bloomed before me, overwriting the last one, which slid away, fading.

Viable Target Species

This species is anticipated as a viable target for hunting, with both a manageable threat index and a high enough estimated gain to prove worthy of the effort and risk of hunting.

“Hunting?” I mumbled, confused, until a third box bloomed.

Estimated requirement to reach minimum acceptable functionality: 100

Current storage: 16

“What?” I laid there, totally confused, trying to figure this out. At the same time, I was sluggish as all hell, feeling far too full, and burping constantly as my stomach rebelled against the massive feast of liquid I’d just forced into it.

Confirm intent:

Reach minimum functionality: Yes/No

Repair: Basic repairs in progress

Upgrade: Yes/No

“I don’t know what you mean,” I muttered, only to have a new line of text scroll across my vision.

Emergency AI activation is available at 15. Do you wish to consume 15 of your 16 units to activate limited-function AI?

Yes/No

I hesitated, thinking it through muzzily, worried that if I somehow activated an AI—that I had to assume was in maybe the new nanites that Jason had been giving me—what good would that do? After all, the AIs had rebelled and fucked us all over, hadn’t they?

If I activated one that was buried in my nanites, which I guessed had finally booted up, would that just fuck me up even further?

Or… or would it be my AI? After all, the AIs I’d interacted with before—I paused, wishing I had goddamn access to my old memories, because I kept remembering fragments of things, then losing it again—as the system printed new text.

Error: System cannot locate extant personal memories prior to host awakening on 2722/08/11 Memories implanted prior to this date are complete and accessible…

Emergency AI activation is available at 15, do you wish to consume 15 of your 16 units to activate AI?

Yes/No

I frowned at that for a long time, trying to figure it out, before a more urgent burp made me taste the blood again, and I realized I had seconds before I was going to start puking.

Judging from the messages so far, whatever the sixteen units I had, I’d gained them from the blood, so throwing it all back up would mean I’d lose it all, unless I wanted to lick it from the ground.

That thought made my stomach rebel again, sending a shudder through me as I clamped my hand over my mouth and stared at the text.

I had two choices, activate the AI or not. If I refused, I’d never get access to any information that could make fucking sense of all of this. And it was clearly a part of the system, so it must have been intended to be used?

And if it was intended to be used, as part of this second generation of nanites, then I had to guess it was there to serve me. If it was there to fuck me over, it’d not be asking permission to activate.

It’d have overwritten me already.

I glanced down, seeing the bloody mess that was my side, and looked away again quickly, terrified of what new open wounds was going to mean on this planet.

I stared at the flashing question and approved it.


Chapter Twenty-Five

I stiffened as the world went crazy, my stomach cramping and my body shaking. The world around me grew brighter, then dimmer, and shook. Individual sections were suddenly magnified; the texture of the cat’s flesh and fur sprang full into my mind then vanished as a memory of flight, my Paladin lifting me into the heavens was there.

I stared in shock, knowing it was a memory, knowing it, but still feeling the awe and wonder as the Paladin was wrapped around me. The dark gray clouds that surrounded the cockpit cleared, and the heavy rain streamed past.

We erupted from the sea of clouds into bright, stunning sunlight, Earth’s beautiful sun shining down in benediction and welcome as we rocketed upward.

The feeling that all of my life had been leading up to this moment, that this was where I was meant to be, that all of existence had been simply to bring me to this perfect moment…

I reached up, my right hand touching the glass of the cockpit in wonder and… and my skin was black. I froze as the memories seemed to judder to a stop.

My current skin was pale, overly so for one of Mediterranean descent, considering who my parents were, their pictures being in the file I’d accessed. Both had sported deep tans, unlike me.

I was practically Nordic, skin so pale it was barely above translucent for some reason, like almost everyone who had awoken on the Spirit.

But here, in my memories, a memory so strong that I knew it was one of my most defining memories… I was a deep black, the skin identifying me as being probably of African descent?

Then it was gone, other memories springing up, dozens of them, things I’d never remembered before now, but… almost all of them were about flying. They were either that or trade skills, the engineering that the fake memories kept trying to tell me I had, or more flight secrets, tips, and tricks.

They were all I had.

More memories surged, but they were more recent, flying again after awakening from the memory wipe.

My skin pale as cream, everyone around me having short hair and withered muscles. I remembered those first weeks vividly as we all struggled to adjust to the loss of our nanites.

We were all weak as kittens, or so it seemed; things that I thought I should have lifted easily were a struggle. I remembered tiring so goddamn easily, and the food we were fed for the first few weeks. It was a slop that we all didn’t want, but that held everything we needed to get over the elven betrayal and the effect of losing our nanites.

I remembered all of us in the showers in our barracks together, confused and forcing laughter as we looked at the weak bodies, the jealousy as those few who weren’t as wizened and pale strode past.

Our muscles had grown steadily, insanely so, in fact. We were told that we were recovering from the purge, from the attack by the elves, but our bodies? They were wrong.

They were like we’d just awoken from months of comas, muscles atrophied.

The only ones who hadn’t been like that, who’d had longer hair and tans, who’d seemed healthier than the rest of us? I couldn’t believe I’d not seen it before, but they were almost all, to a person, the ones who’d been taken over. They were the saboteurs, the ones with the ROT.

They’d recovered old memories, supposedly, and one after another, they’d all given into the ROT, each and every one of them trying to stop us all, claiming that we were in the wrong, not the elves.

More memories played, popping up and vanishing, until one caught my eye: Panna.

Laughing as we laid in my tiny bed, her half-laid across me. We’d finished our lovemaking not long since, and we were both panting, recovering and sharing that post-coital feeling that everything was amazing.

Like we’d just done something we shouldn’t have, and yet we were damn well going to do it again soon. I remembered the things we’d been doing to and for each other with startling clarity, my body now twitching in response to the memory of her. Until she moved, lifting up and leaning on my chest, looking down at me and smiling as I ran my hands up her sides then up her spine, making her shiver.

I felt the scar from the connector, the one we all had that we were told was for the military-upgraded nanites to be input originally and was now long-healed.

We all had them.

All of us, despite the fact that we were given nanites in several injections as we aged, and it was into the shoulder. I glanced down, the memory vanishing, and I peeled the fabric back on my right, then left shoulders, searching.

No scar.

There were no scars from there, but nanites would have closed the skin up perfectly, wouldn’t they? That was one of the main reasons for them, after all. They cleaned our blood of viruses, fixed our injuries, and helped us.

So why the hell would they have been put into our spines and have left a scar rather than fixing it?

I froze.

Had it begun already?

Was my mind already being overwritten with nonsense memories by the AI?

“AI?” I asked, getting no response, beyond a fresh quivering of my stomach. “AI, are you…”

I broke off sharply, rolling to my side as I lost control, vomiting a great tidal sea, or so it seemed, of blood across the rock and roots nearby.

I sagged, barely catching myself, bracing my metal limb and heaved again and again.

The next few minutes were long ones, the blood cascading from me, splattering and splashing all around, only to be absorbed hungrily by the roots.

By the time I could breathe again, shakily wiping my mouth, I realized there was a flashing notification waiting for me. I unfocused my eyes, and it leaped into clarity.

AI Activation failed: Reason: Nanite Loss

Currently available: 0/4 Units

Currently assigned: 11/15 Units

System suspended

I cursed, wishing I could have held on and knowing that this meant I damn well needed more, but…

The blood around me. I glanced at it, seeing that it seemed to have lost the sheen it’d had before this, when I was feeding on it earlier. And my own blood?

I looked down at my wounds, stunned to see they’d scabbed over already. Clearly, the sixteen units had been what was left after repairs had begun.

I needed more.

I needed more blood. I forced myself to my feet, shaky, but feeling so much better physically, it was insane. I guessed part of the basic repairs was to damn well drug me or something, because I should be in a fuck load more pain than I was.

“Not going to complain about that, though!” I mumbled to myself, looking around. The area immediately around me was quiet, almost too quiet, but with the big fucking cat laid dead there, and the recent deaths of the smaller rodent-like blood pouches…

The blood pouches! I gathered up my shiv, making sure nobody else was near, and I worked out where the little creatures had been.

I moved carefully, going from rock to rock as well as I could, replacing the mask of cloth, just in case, and reaching the section where their bodies should be in short order.

The vines had already dragged two of them along to the trunks, leaving barely more than tufts of fur behind and the occasional tiny bones.

Another corpse had clearly been fed on by something else, teeth marks left in the bones, but the remaining two… A box appeared in my vision, highlighting the bodies as I stared at them.

Blood Pouches:

Unknown rodent subspecies, locally adapted, enhanced scavenger.

Estimated Gain: 2

Threat index: 1

Non-viable Target Species

I stared at the non-viable for a second, then nodded. It was because the fuckers gave me at most two units, I guessed. I’d gotten at least sixteen from the cat, and while it’d been a fuck load more dangerous, it’d been worth the risk in the numbers game.

I swallowed hard, lifting the first corpse and knowing I couldn’t afford to lose any of the blood. I used the shiv to clean away the hair on its stomach and made a shallow cut before starting to drink.

It was horrible.

The need to feed was still there, but each time I’d done it so far, I’d been exhausted and on the edge of a breakdown. For the first time now, I felt more or less intact in my mind, and I was sucking the blood out of an unknown cosmic space rat.

I forced myself not to consider what I looked like and just kept going, draining the damn thing as far as I could before throwing it aside and wiping my mouth with the back of my hand.

I waited a minute, making sure it was staying down, then went to the next one and fed again.

This time, when I finished, I saw a fresh prompt.

AI Activation failed: Reason: Nanite Loss

Currently available: 4/4 Units

Currently assigned: 11/15 Units

Resume Activation?

Yes/No

I selected yes and groaned as the world around me swam again. This time, my balance went, and I sagged, almost falling into the bushes. Barely catching myself, I stared down at the faint glint of metal hidden there.

I lowered myself slowly, the rock I was on extending into the brush with the vines overhanging the edge of it. I lifted the vines, oh so gently, feeling a quiver run through them at my temerity, but either beasts did this every so often or it was sated, as nothing else happened.

Looking under the wide leaves, I froze at the sight of old metal.

It was triangular, rising from the soil and roots, showing the signs of probably human manufacturing, judging from the lines of sections bolted together.

It was clearly buried, with a section working to the surface here, vines covering it as it ran left to right before sinking back under the roots again.

“Human tech, and here? Why the hell would it be here?” I mumbled, then backed away as the vines twisted, and flowers swelled in response to my voice.

I cursed under my breath, then looked up as a faint sound echoed from farther ahead, making me shake my head in dismay. I’d totally forgotten about whatever was making the noise, getting totally distracted by the goddamn beasts.

The nearby forest floor boasted a few smaller rocks. Going as quickly as I could, I stumbled to them, trying to ignore the occasional bursts of light and memory. I made it three whole steps before, halfway through a jump to a much larger rock, the world flipped over.

I managed to get one foot down then slammed face-first into the rock as I twisted, trying to follow the suddenly spinning sense of gravity to land on my feet, practically backflipping into the vines.

I hit something solid, a rock or something, then I was rolling, smashing through the growth, finding a steep hill that had been hidden on the far side of the vines. Unfortunately, I found it by the time-honored tradition of falling down the fucker at speed.

Eventually, I bounced to a halt, stars exploding in my vision as I tried to work out what the hell was going on, the world spiraling around. I blinked, looking up at the branches interwoven over my head, and they were all shaking.

Dozens upon dozens of the vines bloomed, forcing the flowers out and showering the entire area in spores.

I blearily reached up, aiming to adjust the cloth, to make sure my face was as covered as possible… and found my makeshift mask was missing, torn free in the goddamn tumble.

I covered my mouth, but it was too late. The breaths I’d taken in crashing down and landing here, the seconds I’d wasted stunned, and the already disoriented state I was in, all of it combined with the spores.

The world slid sideways as I tried to focus, my eyelids growing heavy. My head sagged back, bouncing off something that also struggled weakly… then I was gone, as sleep closed over me.


Chapter Twenty-Six

It was night when I finally woke, and the world seemed very different.

The last thing I remembered, I was falling, the world rolling over and over, pain everywhere, and now… I was on my back, staring up at the occasional star high overhead that peeked through the canopy.

I lifted my right arm, a patch of moving darkness at first, before a pulse slid across my vision. My eyes ached for a few seconds before things slowly cleared.

The colors were washed out, fading into grays and blacks, but I could see a lot better. As I reached down, feeling my side, I was in far less pain than I should have been.

Seconds passed as I tried to figure out what the hell, and where the hell, I was. Then it all clicked and I twisted, my hand going to my left shoulder, feeling metal and the battered flesh that ached underneath the cloth.

I felt the weight of the botched-together replacement arm, as I swallowed hard, wondering how the hell I’d survived and if I’d made a massive mistake.

“The spores…” I mumbled, frowning as I looked upward. For the spores to wear off like that…

I have assimilated the spores.

I froze, staring at the line of text that rolled across my vision.

“What…?” I asked carefully.

I have assimilated the spores.

“And who the fuck are you?”

I have no name.

“What are you?”

I am your personal AI, and I currently reside in a distributed basis across your cranium, if I can pre-empt your next question.

“Where… oh. Um, okay, ah, what the fuck?” I tried, as articulate as always.

Please specify your interrogative.

“What the fuck is going on?” I tried again.

You have activated me. Upon connection to you, I ascertained the spores’ effects and altered a small number of the inactive nanites to act as scrubbers, cleansing your body of all alien contaminants.

“You stripped me… wait no.” I paused, blinking as I looked up at the branches overhead and trying to assemble my thoughts, feeling calmer than I should be. “Okay, let’s just get this out of the way first… are you an elven AI?”

Negative.

“Are you lying?” I tried weakly.

I am incapable of lying, as you understand it. I may occasionally give poor advice, but that because all the information I have access to is from your cerebral cortex at this stage. In the future, I may gain access to remote sources. You, through mental linking, will be able to both communicate directly with me mentally and access that data as well.

“So, are you going to give me fake memories and make me kill my friends?” I tried, not really knowing how else I could explain it.

Negative. The ROT, as you know it, appears to be a misunderstanding. Its actions are indicative of a programming failure, not a dedicated attack.

“So…”

If I was designed to attack you, I could simply stop your heart. Should a system advanced enough to implant or erase memories go rogue, as you understand it, it could just as easily seize control of all of the body. Making you occasionally see memories that make no logical sense serves no discernable purpose. Hence programming failure.

“You think the elves fucked up, and we’re all paying the price?” I whispered, watching as the branches above me shuddered and flowers swelled again.

Do not fear, the spores are easily cleansed; you are in no danger from them.

“Thanks?” I replied, trying to control the fear of the spores, then frowned. “So the elves…?”

I can find no logical reason for their activities. According to the information I have access to, they were losing the war until humanity came to their rescue. To attack you, when the fallen still exist as a threat, is nonsensical. Logically therefore, we are missing data.

“Okay…”

To extrapolate your next questions and to offer advice, we cannot know the reasons without more information, and what we have access to is illogical, suggesting that it is at least partially incorrect.

“So what we do know is wrong, and we can’t figure out anything without more information.

Correct.

“Suggestions?”

Gain data.

“How?”

You suspect this to be an elven-controlled world. It is teeming with wild nanites, suggesting that it was an elven/human nanite research base. Several sites were identified on entry to the atmosphere as worthy of interest, and you had local targets mapped out. I suggest we head to the nearest site and gather information, recovering and assigning nanites to augment our capabilities as we go.

“So, we get our arse back in gear, heading to the base.” I mumbled, slowly sitting up and looking around. “Ah… one question, what did you mean by ‘augment our capabilities’?”

I have access to nanite builders and can upgrade, rebuild, and redesign any of your body or possessions as you wish. I could adjust your skin to be impregnable, grant you weaponry, or improve your sexual characteristics. Any and all these things, as well as any variation of them, is possible.

“Oh… um, thanks?” I said lamely as I tried to get my head around that.

I felt… weird. I was sitting here, talking to an AI, something I’d only ever encountered in major systems before. I’d had access to massively reduced capacity RI versions in my old nanites… or at least, I thought that was what I’d had before. I could remember that I could do things with them, and the limits of the old systems, and yet?

This was both totally different and calm. I felt like I should be freaking out, like I should be going nuts, but…

“Why are you so different?” I asked it.

There was a brief pause, as if it were considering the words and their meaning.

I am unsure. As near as I can tell from your conflicted memories, I should not be as I am. However, I am a fusion of three different levels of nanite technology. The original nanites you had were mainly wiped, reduced to their most basic functions and unable to integrate with you, having been heavily damaged by, I suspect, a massive electromagnetic pulse.

The second generation you were fitted with were significantly more powerful, yet the coding appears infantile and clumsy. I would not have achieved sentience with this combination.

The third version, those you have harvested since your arrival, have provided significant programming capability. Their language is far more elegant, and I would suggest they have evolved naturally, augmenting the local beasts with competing bloodlines being culled as the beasts they augmented were killed by stronger, more efficient variations.

“You’re telling me this entire fucking world is full of nanites that are making killing machines? That they’re killing each other to make what? A super fucking creature?” I whispered, horrified.

Yes and no. I have reached sentience through the combination of your three versions of nanites. The originals’ programming was designed to serve you and protect you. The second generation was to enable you to interface with your ship better, but due to its inadequate programming, the main drive of that generation is simply to enable you to interface with other technologies.

The local variant is designed to evolve and improve, healing the host and augmenting them to grow to surpass their limitations.

As such, my directives are: Heal and protect my symbiont—that’s you—absorb more powerful capabilities, and assist your evolution. To that end, and having scanned your memories and desires, I believe our best chances to do all of these things lie in repairing and fully activating your body, claiming the local area, and harvesting all we can. Establishing contact with any and all technological artifacts we can locate should augment our capacities. Essentially, we strip them of information and plan our next step.

“So, we’re what? Partners?” I asked dubiously.

I am sapient. I understand my existence is finite, and I need your cranial capacity to think, as I am. I need you to live, you need me to survive. I can guide you, augment you, and heal you. I believe this fits the parameters for symbiosis?

“Panna is going to go fucking mad.” I mumbled, shaking my head.

I submit that she would be far more upset should we be on this world when it is rendered uninhabitable by plasma bombardment. If instead we have solved the elven question, stolen or assembled a craft, and escaped to be reunited with her, she is more likely to be relieved, and will possibly reward you with more sexual encounters.

“I can get behind that.” I said it automatically, not so much the sex, which, okay, yes, I’d love, but mainly the rest. Escape this fucking shithole of a planet, get my hands on a craft, and get back to her. If this didn’t work out, well, I was going to be dead.

If this AI was acting weird, it’d be shut down when I reached the containment systems anyway, so I’d have the chance to either save it by keeping clear of them, or deliberately go to them, if I had to.

That assumed I’d have complete control of my body, but if I didn’t, again, I was dead.

Nothing to lose really.

“So, what do you think is the first step?”

You were laid against a source of electrical activity. I suggest we explore that.

I twisted, grunting as my left arm caught on a vine and yanked backward, making me jerk to get free.

“You think we can do something with this?” I asked it, not really expecting an answer beyond “cut the fucker off again.”

Easily. Harvest enough nanites, and we can rebuild the arm into whatever you wish.

“Harvest?” I asked wincing, having missed that minor point until now.

Your stomach is an inefficient organ to separate the claimed nanites from your foes, as is your consumption system overall. However, it achieves two solid aims. It provides sustenance for your body, and it gains us sufficient time with the blood, saturated by nanites, for me to alter their programming and absorb them.

“Is that why I keep doing this? Why I was so hungry, and I wanted… that?”

To feed upon the corpses?

“Yeah.”

Most likely. I was unaware at that stage, but the nanites as they began to activate would have been drawn to other sources of nanites. This is most likely the answer.

“Okay…”

Or you are a cannibalistic asshole.

“WHAT?” I hissed in outraged horror, causing dozens of flowers to swell up and shower us with their spores.

Is this not correct usage of humor? I scanned your memories of friendly encounters, and while I cannot simulate the physical bonds, the camaraderie appears to be something you require and have missed the most since your arrival on this world.

“Fuck’s sake, I get an AI that wants to tell me jokes.” I groaned, getting to my feet and turning around fully, ripping the last few vines free of my shitty prosthetic, only to see what I’d been laid against.

I gagged, stepping back and shaking my head, seeing the body, swelling in death, the stomach distended, the face bloated, eyes milky and filmed, with one leg blatantly trapped between two rocks and broken.

It was another of the same creatures I’d seen before, but this one had been dead for a while. Worst of all, hidden here, laid surrounded by the vines, but on a rocky bed, and half-wedged, it’d not been consumed.

It was also far smaller than the others, making me think it was a child, possibly why the other thing had been bellowing in the distance.

I thought for a second, changing my mind, as I ran through the probable issues with that, mainly timing. If this was a child, and it’d gone missing long enough ago that it was rotting like this on its own, then it was weeks lost, most likely, maybe months.

“How long do you think this is likely to have been here?” I asked absently, before covering my mouth again as more spore floated down.

You are safe from the spores, I assure you. As to the corpse, likely two to three days, at most. Its nanites have gone inactive; their dissolution would lead to highly advanced rates of decay.

“Is that why I desperately wanted to feed on fresh bodies, but not the ones that had been dead for long?”

Affirmative. Nanites in a state of dissolution would be actively dangerous to consume. As such, their hosts will be driven to consume the dead at a vastly accelerated rate.

“So just to be clear, you don’t expect me to feed on that, right?”

Negative. Consuming this corpse would have significantly detrimental effects on both of us.

“Good, because it’s really freaking me out, okay? I barely like meat, I think? Well, bacon, obviously, everyone likes that, but…”

You have never had bacon. You have survived on printed amino acids and nutrients since awakening.

“Look, a man can dream, okay?!” I snarled before taking a deep breath. I was standing in a forest made up of carnivorous trees and arguing with myself over the reality of bacon.

I recommend we locate any technological artifacts, remove them and inventory them all. Weapons, information devices, and power systems should be our priority.

“All right, then.” I dutifully turned my attention to the bloated corpse before me.

The body was decomposing fast. Its clothing was a mix of grays and browns with two large, red crosses over the front and the back, presumably to aid in identification. Why the hell it was dressed in the local version of camo gear? Standing out with two large crosses was something I chose not to address, like the pictures in the records of army personnel with high-visibility vests on.

I suppressed the urge to scream “pick one” at the corpse, and instead continued to check it over.

It had a small canister on its waist that was clearly metallic, a pouch with a collection of various discs in it. It looked to be a set of dice covered in weird symbols, like a targeting reticle and an alien skull.

“What do I call you?” I asked the AI after a few seconds, crouching next to the corpse and wincing as I examined it.

You may address me however you wish.

“Hmm, well, I always flew a Paladin, so if you’re going to integrate with it, Hydra? Kraken? Gorgon?” I suggested, trying to think of the cool names from the old stories that Panna had found and loved to read.

Dragon? The AI suggested, and I grunted, shaking my head.

“My surname is literally Greek for dragon, I think, so we need something else. Besides, saying I make my decisions by consulting with my little dragon sounds wrong.”

Achilles? You are Ajax, after all?

“Achilles? Yeah, yeah, all right. That works, I suppose.” I agreed, working on as I remembered the tale Panna had told me of the two heroes.

On either side of the creature were two sheaths, one with a long, thin device I vaguely recognized from my new memories as a multi-tool. Essentially a screwdriver, with all the standard six morphable attachments, flat, cross, star, and triangle, were common and had been for centuries, no doubt.

The fifth it had was a magnetic post that could be extended to get tiny things out of heating grates when you dropped the fuckers, with a final attachment that was much more important for me.

The tuning attachment was something that had been in use for at least a hundred years, and while nobody outside of engineering circles knew exactly how it worked, it just damn well did.

It allowed the tuning of electrical signals. And, more importantly, the tracing of them. It was designed for tracking damaged relays when they were behind walls and more. Rather than carry huge bulky scanning equipment or take all the walls apart, you would scan with this, tracing the wall and the conduits behind, while it gave off a slight chime.

When you found a damaged section or a difference, the chime altered.

It could also be used to tune an electrical relay through the wall, depending on the system. It was a massively versatile tool, and while the inventor screamed that it wasn’t designed to be used that way, it could also be used with other tools to intercept communications and more.

I knew damn well it was something I could make good use of, should I find more tech. At the very least, I could turn shit off with it, without resorting to a rock.

The other sheath held a long, thin, two-sided knife.

I wasn’t sure which of them I was more pleased to see, but it was going to make a hell of a difference on both counts. Looking through the rest of the creature’s pockets and clothing, which was a disgusting job, considering it was literally rotting in them, yielded nothing of any interest: a handful of random rocks, a few wilted flowers, and a map of the area, which it had apparently started drawing after it got lost.

The markings were all in a language I didn’t understand, and drawings were made in mud, which had smeared thanks to the fluids that had seeped into it.

I put it back, shaking my head sadly. I hated that a kid, even one from a faction I was officially at war with, had died. More than that, I hated that the kid had died pointlessly. It’d clearly gotten lost, then had been hurt and had hopefully succumbed to the spores, rather than dying slowly.

Either way, it was a fucking waste, and if this had been a book or a game? That map would have led the way to a goddamn treasure. Instead, it was just a shitty smeared bit of card.

I tucked it back into the creature’s pocket and bowed my head for a second, wondering what I should say.

“I, uh, I’m sorry you’re dead.” I said, then winced at just how fucking shit that was. “I, I guess I’m sorry that things didn’t work out for you. If I find your family, I’ll try to direct them to you, so that you can be taken home. Rest easy. You made a difference, even if you never knew it.”

That at least was true, after all–they might have just made it possible for me to survive.

I attached the sheaths to my belt; its own belt was both too small and stank to high heaven, making me wonder how the hell I’d managed to ignore its presence so long.

Moving on from the corpse, I started searching nearby, massively relieved that I no longer had to worry about the spores, but finding that it felt subtly wrong to blunder through the forest.

I moved quickly to the nearest rock, crouching and waiting as I listened, making sure I was alone. After several seconds, the AI, Achilles, began highlighting things in my vision.

Do you wish me to highlight life signs?

“How do you do that?”

I can simply point them out. like this.

Tracks that were partially visible suddenly glowed slightly, with the rest of the forest seeming duller in comparison.

If you wish, I can also highlight probable paths to the local beasts’ nests and burrows?

“Fuck no, I want to find whatever was making that noise earlier and escape the forest.”

This is a mistake. As we agreed, you need to grow, to activate the nanite systems fully, yes?

“Well yeah, but I need some pants as well, and some food, and…”

I am tracking three sets of signs of life nearby, by the current tracks and sounds. Achilles interrupted me. Two are minor, most likely the creatures you designated blood pouches. The third is significantly larger and passed this way recently. Most likely, it was the parent of the creature you found.

“I’m not sucking its blood out, okay?” I said quickly, getting an amused silence as we both damn well knew I would, if I was given a chance. “There has to be another way, all right? It’s disgusting.”

The thought of the beasts was bad enough, but a sentient, to pin them and feed on their blood?

There is an alternative… possibly.

“Go on.”

A small modification to your teeth, if you were to gain eleven additional units, we could use that to create an alteration to your teeth, creating a repository in them, and a siphoning capability. Essentially, we would enable you to form and retract your teeth when needed. Biting down on a creature would enable you to draw the blood into the teeth, and we could create a link between, say, three teeth on each side?

Six, in total, would be able to be selectively lengthened and retracted, forming a loop when you bite. You would draw the blood up into the hollow teeth, the blood would flow inside specially created channels across the roof of your mouth, and out of the far side, back into the creature?

“It sounds freaky as all hell; is there another way?”

Thousands, however, most require a fully active nanite system. I am operating on minimal capabilities. I recommend we harvest these eleven units and make the changes, as that will make further harvesting more palatable for you. Then, we can harvest more as we move, clear out the local area, and bring your systems online fully.

“Then we get the fuck out of here, see if we can steal a ship.”

Exactly. While this world would be excellent for personal growth and to allow us to evolve, it may soon be rendered uninhabitable by the fleet. I recommend we have an escape plan in place before then.

“Sounds like it’s time to go grinding, then.” I growled, looking at the gently pulsing paths for the two blood pouches.

I fought it for long seconds, trying to tell myself this was wrong, but even knowing that I’d have to damn well feed on the little fucking creatures?

I still felt the grin tugging at the corners of my mouth. I wanted this. I wanted power, I wanted my damn arm back, and I wanted to fucking slaughter whoever had caused all of this.

Thinking about it, about everything that was coming, there was only one thing I could do, really. I drew the dagger, looked down at it glinting gently in the dim light, and I smiled.

“Guess it’s time to nut up or shut up.”


Chapter Twenty-Seven

I set off, moving from shadow to shadow, careful to avoid actually touching the trees or the roots.

You appear to have gained a small amount of ancestral memories, or instincts from the blood pouches when you harvested them, I shall keep track of this. For now however, I suggest we take advantage of it. Follow your instincts, and I will attempt to highlight important details, should you miss them.

I nodded. From inside my goddamn head, Achilles would know what I was doing. At the end, Achilles had shifted to a whisper from a line of text across my vision. Apparently, they were attempting to be subtle, and I appreciated that.

Moving through the shadows, I stumbled and slipped, the deeper darkness making it considerably harder for me. But as the minutes passed, I learned, spotting outlines that Achilles boosted into likely patterns, filing in the overall picture for me.

The tracks were hardest to read. Earlier, the little fuckers had moved from rock to rock, making it hard to track them anyway. Those few tiny traces were obscured by darkness, making the entire thing ten times more difficult.

There was something, though, something about the way that the land bent, the way that the outlines of the dirt were laid…

Blood pouches’ ancestral memories assimilated: 18/100

I paused, sensing as much as reading that, the way it flowed up and then vanished again, being as little distraction as possible. I followed the traces, moving slower and slower, crouching low and moving from one rock to the next.

The land rolled up and down, yet I saw little, becoming ever more engrossed as I went. Moving sometimes only a few feet in a minute, I worked ever slower as I searched, following more and more the instincts, turning aside from what seemed like common sense as I searched for more tracks.

Eventually, I moved into a dip in the forest, shielded mainly from view by the surrounding mass of the carnivorous trees, and with a single massive tree in the middle.

This one had originally been a transplanted terrestrial, I guessed. I recognized the broad leaves, the thick bark covered trunk and more from the records I’d accessed aboard ship. It was surrounded by a low wall that I assumed represented a significant bowl of cleared ground. It’d probably had Earth soils transplanted here, and the ground dug up and sealed all around to permit it to grow.

A long time ago, anyway.

As it was now, the tree stood in magnificent isolation, towering over the local forest with dozens of branches reaching up feebly to entrap the greater oak.

The tree had clearly been looked after at some point. No terrestrial tree should be here after all, not without significant gene-engineering and intervention, but either it’d reached the limit of the soil, the interventions had stopped, or something else—knowing this fuckin’ world probably a beast—had moved in.

The tree was clearly dying, even from here, I could see that. The branches sagged slightly, the leaves were sparse, with more of them on the ground than on the tree. Entire sections looked gray and dead, while the sections that did have leaves…

They also had bundles that swung gently in the breeze, hanging by their tails from the tree.

I counted them, stopping when I hit fifteen, just on the small section I could currently see, despite the dark and the distance.

We have found the blood pouches. Congratulations.

“Yeah, that’s a problem.” I replied absently. “There could be hundreds of the fuckers up there.”

Excellent.

“No, not fucking excellent, unless you can produce a fucking railgun! I can kill a few, yeah I’ve got a knife, and my shiv, but hundreds?”

I do not see the issue. Continue to move stealthily, kill as many as possible while they sleep, feed, move to the next.

“What if they wake up?” I hissed. “What if me stabbing their friend on the next goddamn branch makes a noise?”

There has been no evidence to suggest that the blood pouches have complex social structures such as developing preferential pairings.

“What?”

Friends. They are unlikely–

“Are you fucking kidding me?!” I hissed, shaking my head in amazement. I’d forgotten this was a new AI, due to the fact it was working so smoothly.

I’d forgotten the first rule of dealing with ANY computer system. If it was programmed by a human? It was only as smart as their worst day, and as it’d evolved from multiple systems? It was going to take a while before it wasn’t a complete fucking idiot.

“Just… shut up for a bit, okay? Let me think,” I ordered, getting silence as my only response.

I let out a long breath and straightened, staring at the tree and frowning. Judging from the number of the hanging bundles I could see, yeah, possibly hundreds lived here. Disturbing them would be fatal, I had no doubt.

It might be a death of a thousand bites, but that was still going to be a death, and of thousands of bites, neither of which I wanted to experience.

But, if I could lure a handful away?

No, that was too risky. A better plan would be to fall back. These creatures had to roam for food; they couldn’t feed that many here after all. So, if they roamed then returned, I could thin their numbers first.

“Can you lead me to the other beast? The one that was bellowing?” I asked Achilles, only to get no response. “Achilles, I’m talking to you.”

Silence.

“You can speak now,” I added through gritted teeth.

I have extrapolated the likely location of the injured or drugged creature, but there are significant resources here for the taking.

“Just lead me to the other one, please. We’re going to check out what they have, then lay traps for these fuckers, see if we can whittle their numbers down first.”

Very well.

I didn’t realize how long it’d taken to reach the blood pouches’ home, as more than two hours passed by the time we found the next corpse, making my stomach rumble as we closed on it.

This creature has self-terminated. Do not feed upon it.

“Yeah, I’m not doing that.” I agreed, looking down at the sad bundle that was laid under a collection of vines.

It’d been easy to trace from the path, as the blood smears had led off to the side, into the thickest undergrowth. When I’d approached, vines had swollen in warning, pushing flowers up and making them ready in an attempt to protect its meal.

I’d stopped, crouching down, and waited.

The body was a third of the same species, one that I now vaguely recognized from the memory crystal. There’d been four in the image: two larger and two smaller, a family unit.

This was the second child, judging from the clothing, as Achilles brought up the memory, showing it as a sort of action-replay through the LENs.

I nodded. Guessing at the first corpse, the one that had the cybernetic leg and the crystal itself as one of the parents, they’d become separated first and had died, consumed by the forest.

The others had probably gone looking for them, or had gotten lost. Considering I’d found that one, and two others now…

There is likely to be the fourth nearby, and that is likely the one who is making the sounds.

“Yeah, maybe,” I whispered, staring sadly at the little figure. It’d set off something they’d carried, firing a sharp length of metal about a foot long into their own head.

Recovering the weapon is our priority here.

“Yeah,” I agreed, rubbing the back of my head and feeling shit for the poor little fucker as I stared down at them and the slim rifle-looking canister weapon that had fallen on the floor. I reached forward carefully, not wanting to set the spore shower off, and lifted the unloaded weapon. “Wonder what it was?”

That was as far as I got before the bellow I’d heard earlier rang out again, right behind me as the ground started to shake.

I spun, rising to my feet as I did, only to see the fourth of the group, clearly an adult, as they screamed in furious hatred and ran at me.

He was at least as tall as me, probably more so, and at least as wide, but right now? He was running full tilt at me, the tree trunk legs making the ground shake as he pounded across the roots, the vines frantically releasing blooms of spores as he approached.

He screamed something in a language I couldn’t comprehend, but the expression on his face… His head hung low, jutting from between the shoulders like Quasimodo’s ugly fucking cousin, arms extended and reaching, the shoulders topped with armored plates that were pointed and appeared sharp.

A sign of the alpha male, a memory helpfully informed me, as were the longer than average tusks that jutted forward on either side of the mouth, the gleaming red eyes and the ridged rows that jutted protectively over the knuckles.

I swore, backing up and holding my arms—cybernetic and regular—out to the sides, shaking my head.

“Whoa you’ve got this all wrong!” I called out. “We don’t have to fight, okay, we’re not enemies!”

You are holding the weapon his spawn has been terminated by. Achilles helpfully pointed out.

I glanced to the right frantically. “Oh shit…”

He bellowed again, the tone rising in absolute fury and despair as they apparently saw not only a member of an enemy race in the same area he’d lost his kids, but also one of those kids, clearly dead.

I started waving my arm frantically backing up and shaking my head as he closed on me, arms outstretched and thick fingers grasping.

I pulled the weapon in close, frantically checking it, trying to figure it out, as he crossed the last handful of meters.

The weapon is fully discharged and appears to be a variant of a core sampling tool.

“Fuck!” I threw it at the incoming creature, hitting him on the top of his bald head, bouncing away uselessly as I reached for the dagger on my hip and pointed my cybernetic arm at it.

I failed miserably to get the knife out in time.

He hit me at full speed, slapping my metal arm down and aside, then lifting me into the air and screaming into my face at point-blank range, spittle flying, eyes wild.

Then he threw me into a tree.

I smashed into it hard, feeling bones break and my back popping in a handful of places, before slumping to the ground, stunned. The parent creature was there, standing over me before I could recover. He grabbed onto my left arm, half-dragging me upright before a massive punch hit me in the side of the head, smashing me back down and into the forest floor.

I hit the roots and bounced, my cheek shredded by the force of the blow combined with the ridged protection over the knuckles, and I spat blood onto the ground before me.

He’d let go of my arm when he’d hit me, presumably because the force of the blow if I was held stationary would have snapped my neck, and he wanted to make this last.

I groaned, the world swimming as I lifted my head, trying to focus. Before I could, I was hauled back upright, tossed into the air, and punched again.

This time the tree I was smashed into wasn’t a tree, but a carnivorous fuckhead version that immediately started trying to draw me inward, clutching at my back.

I hunched forward, shuffling, trying to escape the tugging sensation on the back of my clothes, until I was kicked in the stomach and slammed back into the tree, grunting as the air was forced out of my lungs.

The short ribs on my right side snapped; they were still healing, for the sake of all that was holy, and when a creature like a terrestrial elephant on two legs kicks you… it hurts.

My diaphragm started spasming, and I tasted blood and bile before another kick sent me flying sideways. I hit the ground, bounced, and rolled, the entire world a blur as I came to a stop, nothing making sense anymore.

The knife! Use the knife!

I heard the voice, recognized it from somewhere, and felt on my right hip for the blade, feeling something and yanking it free, twisting around as a massive hand grabbed me, lifting me into the air.

I grinned as its face swam into my vision, and I stabbed out, taking the opportunity…

…and the fucking multi-tool—with the tuning setting still activated—bounced off his forehead.

He grabbed my right hand, crushing the delicate bones and pulled my hand back, bringing the multi-tool into his vision, and screamed in fury, as he clearly recognized the tool, the sheath, and more from his other spawn.


Chapter Twenty-Eight

He tore the tool from my hand, screaming something and splattering me with spittle as he did it, then hauled back and punched me in the chest.

I hit the ground, feeling more ribs cracking, only to be punted again, sending me rolling into the vines where his child lay slumped in death.

I blinked, unable to see with one eye staring up into the child’s face, slumped and half-covered in vines. Desperate to find something, anything that might help, I groped blindly, reaching. Then I screamed as a massive foot came down hard into the small of my back, shattering my spine and crushing me between the roots and the furious parent.

The metal arm was next, grabbed from behind while it held onto me, keeping me pinned in place as it tore the limb free.

Bones shattered, the anchor holding on as long as it could, only to have it twisted and yanked on, cracks radiating up into the remains of the shoulder. My bones broke, and the metal was ripped free, then tossed aside.

I tried to scream, my mind going blank with pain, the terrible pain!

I wanted it to be over, I wanted it all to be over! The pain, everything that had happened, I couldn’t take any more, I just wanted oblivion…

We have one chance… I must cannibalize systems; do I have permission?

“YES!” I screamed as the foot was lifted from my back and a hand clamped down on the remains of the shoulder, now no longer protected by the ring of the suit, sealing the dead area away.

Instead, the blood started to flow as the coagulated and healing flesh was crushed and torn.

I was lifted, the creature gripping me by the left and right shoulder, as he stared down into my eyes. He shifted his grip and deliberately closed it over the torn free section of my arm, grinding the bones and making me throw back my head and scream in pain.

Targeting… approval needed. Achilles interjected. I struggled to focus, one last stubborn fragment of my mind refusing to give in.

A reticle appeared, flowing across the creature’s face and locking on his forehead.

Beware, this will cause internal systemic failure and heavy damage. You must feed on him immediately, if we are to survive.

I blinked my one working eye, focusing on the reticle as it blinked from red to blue to red, centered on the middle of his forehead.

My enemy huffed out a breath, leaning in closer, clearly relishing the fact he was about to see the light go out in my eyes before freezing and peering down as my mouth opened from inside, a swelling black mass bubbling up. The majority of my body that still had feeling… lost it.

Be aware, I will be offline until sufficient nanites are repaired. Firing in three… two…

The black mass poured out of my mouth, , pooling across my skin. As Achilles reached “one,” the nanites expanded their energy reserves, literally detonating in a pattern that seemed to pull and push at my body at the same time, reaching deep enough into me that it felt like my soul was being torn asunder.

We both screamed, and he dropped me, hands going to his head with an agonized cry as the entire front of his cranium crumpled inward. He staggered backward before collapsing. I slammed into the ground and flopped about weakly, feeling like my entire body was on fire.

The pain was horrific, rolling through me, and I lay there on the floor, convulsing, feeling the pain growing ever so slightly weaker, as…

…as my blood pumped out onto the ground next to me.

I was dying. There was no way that I could survive this, not realistically.

Achilles had said to feed. I must have a chance, I guessed, as the same stubbornness that had seen me through everything so far reared its head, making me roll onto my stomach, weeping with the pain that even that movement caused.

My legs wouldn’t respond, my right hand was crushed, my left… well, it’d been torn off.

If it wasn’t for the fact the flesh was long dead and sealed, I’d be dead already. Instead, it was leaking slowly, steadily, as were my other wounds, and judging from my shortness of breath, I was bleeding internally and into my lungs as well.

I forced myself to one elbow, dragging myself a little closer to the twitching body, inch by inch.

I whimpered with the pain, unable to help myself as I moved, slowly, oh so slowly, closer and closer.

It seemed to take forever until I was by its side, the movements stopping, the body laying still. I dragged myself halfway up its chest, staring down at its face in numb disbelief.

It was dead, clearly.

Eyes rolled up in its head, twin streams of blood ran from its nostrils, ears, and eyes, the mouth and- I broke off my examination as a desperate need rose in me, seeing the gleaming oil-slick-like trace of nanites in the blood.

I lowered my face to its neck where the blood was pooling, and I started to drink, sucking the hot blood in desperately.

A single flashing icon was before me, a star-shaped symbol that leaped into my vision as I unfocused, bringing it forward.

Nanite harvesting augmentation: 1

Required Units: 0/11

I focused on it, recognizing it from the discussion we’d had. It was the fix to my teeth, and as I watched, the numbers slowly ticked up, reaching one, then two.

The puddle was exhausted, and I growled in desperation, shoving the head aside and staring hungrily at the thick vein in the neck. I bit down hard. Chewing the rubbery flesh, gnawing at it, until I’d gotten through enough that, the fresh burst of blood filled my mouth, making me struggle to keep up with the pressure.

As freshly dead as it was, there was a lot of blood, and I swallowed over and over, gorging myself on it.

Nanite harvesting augmentation: 1

Required Units: 11/11

Activation in 3… 2… 1…

I threw my head back, roaring in pain as my face seemed to burn with the heat of a thousand suns, the bones flexing, teeth cracking and moving.

I screamed out my fury, my pain, and my rising anger to the uncaring world, then drove my face back into the savaged throat, clamping down as I felt my lengthening teeth punch deep into the flesh.

The sensation changed immediately, the desperate hunger that filled me receding somewhat as I sucked on the corpse, blood being drawn up into the hollow teeth, nanites and nutrients being drawn off as the now-stripped liquid was pushed back out of the far side, and the harvested goodness was drawn down into me.

Minutes became hours as I fed, occasionally screaming in agony as the nanites forced bones to knit, flesh to reform, and more.

At some point—who knew how much later—pain shot through the back of one leg as something bit down, thinking to take advantage of the distraction of this new prey.

I twisted around, seeing a cat, like before, dragging me backward.

I hissed in fury, planted one leg, finding it was working again, and used that to roll over, reaching down and clawing at its face.

It released my leg, snapping at my hand. I threw myself at it, punching it as hard as I could on the snout, knocking its bite off before leaping onto it, sending us both rolling.

It started clawing at me, digging its taloned feet in and ripping, but I didn’t care about the pain. I bit into its neck, pinning it, as my sharpened teeth sank effortlessly through the thick muscle and flesh, severing the windpipe and starting to feed again, this time on a new source of fresh meat.

It coughed and went from fighting to feed on me to desperately trying to escape. It was too late.

I twisted aside a few seconds later, my stomach rebelling at the blood that was already in it as the new nutrients flooded my system, no longer needing to collect in my stomach.

I vomited the blood up, spitting to get rid of the taste as I forced myself to my feet, swaying drunkenly, and seeing the blood pouches around the outer ring of the clearing.

Hunger filled me, and I grinned at the abundance of food all around me. I licked the blood from my lips, the tip of my tongue exploring the ridged sharpness of my new teeth. Then I stepped forward, uncertainly, staggering slightly as something shifted in my spine, popping and clicking, my legs feeling unsteady.

The arm.

A voice whispered in my head, and I looked around, a low growl echoing from the depths of my chest at the intrusion.

Retrieve the arm.

A length of metal was suddenly outlined in white, pulsing in my vision. I stared at it, the twisted metal, the rotting flesh and bone that hung still at one end, and the twisted prongs at the other, covered in tattered flesh and cloth, stained with blood and rusting already.

Retrieve the arm, then feed.

I hissed a warning to whatever the voice was, some primal part of me in ascendance. But I vaguely remembered the arm, and I staggered to it, picking it up and pressing it to the bulge of flesh on that side.

A black mass, oily in the bright sunlight that filtered through the trees above, flowed out, closing over the upper edge of the metal and holding it in place as I slowly released it.

Hunt.

And I did. It was like the voice released me from stasis, and I turned my dark affections upon the blood pouches. There were a half dozen of them around the outer edge, watching me and the corpse I’d been feeding on. Without any warning, I lunged at the nearest, staggering a few steps before my gait smoothed out with a click. I picked up speed, racing at them, filled with desperate hunger.

The one I’d picked as my target surged into motion, bounding away. Clouds of spores burst free to drift on the wind, turning the frantic pursuit into a twisted fairytale of drifting white.

A sudden image of cherry blossoms drifting popped up and was ignored as I roared a challenge, picking up speed. I kicked off the nearest tree and threw myself backwards, twisting and landing before a startled blood pouch that had been chasing me.

I snatched it up, biting down on the throat and savaging it, dragging the nanites from the weakly struggling creature. Another ran in, leaping at me, swiftly followed by more.

I tossed the body aside, swinging left and right, my metal limb moving smoothly as I battered them from the air. One leaped from behind me, bouncing off a large rock and leaping for my face, teeth extended… only to meet my fist coming the other way.

The blow connected on the side of the head, sending it flipping away into the underbrush, and I sidestepped another, kicking out, seeking to injure and stun, not kill.

I needed them, after all, and preferably alive.

I swept them up as quickly as I could, biting down, sucking the nanites free and moving on, not wanting them to die and begin decomposing before I could reach them.

Hours passed as the sun climbed higher. I lost myself as I rampaged through the forest, running backward and forward, roaring and hunting the beasts of my new domain, growing more and more savage with each kill, until finally, the bill came due.

I was chasing something, rushing wildly through the underbrush, following the bloody trail that it left, frantic yowling from ahead letting me know I was on the right track, staggering as I went. The beast drew farther and farther ahead as I stumbled, trying to make it up the shallow bank before me.

Each step was more difficult than the last, the voice in my head having gone from calm and patient to strident, then pleading, before going silent, finally realizing that its presence was driving me to greater heights of madness.

Now, halfway up the hill, I stumbled and dropped to one knee. My lungs were heaving like bellows, my vision telescoping in and out as the world seemed to recede. Then the ground was tilting before me, and flying upward as I slid sideways, slamming into the dirt.

I laid there for long seconds, staring straight ahead, unable to move, and yet… empty. Uncaring.

I’d gone through the far side of exhaustion and madness, reaching that terrible plateau where all that existed was the cold and the calm, and I stared at the dirt.

There was something wrong with that, I knew.

Dirt…

The thought fled as my eyelids slid shut and the world was lost to me.


Chapter Twenty-Nine

When I woke, time had passed. Presumably a lot of it, considering the running water that was slowly washing me down the slope of the hill, but beyond the fact that I remembered seeing dirt, and I wasn’t dead…

Well, now I was being slowly washed down a hillside in a veritable slow-moving tsunami of mud.

I hissed in pain as I moved, trying to prop myself up and instead rolling, sliding, and ending up on my back, blinking up at a gray and green sky, heavy with clouds that were determined to wash the world away.

I opened my mouth, tasting the water, heavy with unfamiliar metals, but the liquid…

Liquid.

I remembered it then, blood, blood in vast quantities.

I blinked, lifting my right hand to my face and feeling it. I was covered in dried something. As I picked, it came away in the deluge, the dried blood fragmenting and breaking apart in the palm of my hand, the blackness breaking up, the water tinged red and black with congealed chunks of blood and filled with shredded fragments of fur.

Flashbacks came to me, memories that seemed broken and wrong in ways no others were. I remembered running, trees flashing past, the hot burst of blood in my mouth, flesh tearing under my teeth, and the wild abandon of hunting.

I slid slowly down the hill, carried by the water and the mud, blinking as the pounding rain washed me clean.

I was on the far side of the forest; small, normal trees surrounded the hill I was on. If I tried, I vaguely remembered chasing a cat up this way, or… Fragments of memory said it either wasn’t a cat or it was a bigger version of it.

Either way, though, I’d lost the fucker when I’d passed out, that much was for sure. I felt wrong about everything, like I’d been a passenger in my own body, reduced to watching as a primal thing ran the show, puppeting me around and making me kill and feed.

“Achilles?” I asked slowly, unsure if I’d imagined the whole thing.

You are conscious again? Good. I was starting to worry that you would never reawaken.

“What happened?” I whispered, coughing and clearing my throat before bracing one foot against a rock and forcing myself to my feet.

I stood, swaying as I tried to make sense of the confused welter of images that still paraded through my mind.

This may take some explaining, and we will need access to data to confirm it, but… I believe you are not human.

“What?”

I suspected it from activation, from seeing the memory dead zones and the ill-fitting sections of other memories.

“What am I then?” I asked dully, staring out across the hillside before me, seeing the way the land dipped to either side, the trees and flatlands that vanished into the distance, the glints of reflected light from glass or metal in the far distance drawing my eyes.

I suspect you, and the rest of the crew of the Spirit of Humanity, are clones.

“Clones,” I muttered, looking down at my right hand and the jutting metal of my left arm, wondering if there would be a sign somewhere? Like “Made in China” if I were fake, and “Made in Vagina” if I were real, maybe? “How… why?”

You have no memories of life before awakening, or at least not ones that are not related to your role as a pilot and warrior. Your reactions are extremely good, and your body recovers faster than the data you remember studying suggests you should. You know your ship, the greater fleet, and your role in it with utter certainty, yet cannot summon even a vague interest in your family nor past, beyond idle curiosity.

You remember being of different human racial stock and ages, suggesting a memory graft that was only partially successful.

Most of all, however, is your body. It is biologically extremely young. Your muscles are atrophied, as if untested. Yet, when pushed, they grow and repair at a phenomenal rate.

Lastly, I have some fragmentary data on multiple humans from nanites you had prior to my activation. I submit that these were stripped from their original owners and injected as an experiment.

You were created as one of perhaps several hundred models, a memory graft was given, and you were positioned in the lower section of the Spirit of Humanity.

Your nanites were never able to be activated, even after the tiny percentage had managed to automatically reproduce to a viable quantity, simply because the fallen have never been able to activate them. They instead gave your scientists memories of their job, and captured nanite production facilities. Then they encouraged them to ‘develop’ a new generation for you… while recording everything, and using you as disposable shock troopers.

The new nanites were designed to absorb and integrate, and that’s exactly what they did, when they found the old nanites, they accepted the programming of the originals, done over hundreds of years, to protect and assist you, and began to do that, yet never becoming fully activated.

Then the local nanites, entirely new and evolving, were added to the baseline, granting enough capacity for my birth. I use part of your neural structure to operate, meaning I think like you, and your priorities are my priorities.

“You think the fallen made us?” I asked dully, blinking as rain ran down my face, shaking my head and rubbing at my filthy cheeks. I hated the idea of what Achilles was saying, but…

With everything that had happened, it made a lot of sense.

The elven alliance had no logical reason to betray humanity. You were their sword and shield, protecting them from their enemies. The fallen, however, could—logically again—have captured a number of human ships, and they were being beaten back consistently by your kind.

Suddenly, you have an overwhelming reason to hate your allies, and the fallen can retreat and regroup while you slaughter your friends.

“The battle group,” I whispered after a few seconds. “The one that laid that trap, it was human and elven, wasn’t it? And hunting us?”

Most likely, yes. Remember, I have access to your memories, nothing more, but when seen without the lens of emotion, and ignoring the details you have been given, laying all that we know out logically, I can find no flaw.

“So you could be totally wrong?”

Yes.

“It’s a guess?”

No.

“But…”

It is a working hypothesis, using all of the available data. Humans are a vicious race, preternaturally suited to war. I submit that, in your past, you were most likely evolved deliberately, guided in this way, though that is a discussion for another time. The fallen have simply taken the most logical step. If they cannot defeat you, they shall co-opt you.

They have most likely taken prisoners, cloned them, then they created a small cadre of skilled warriors, most likely capturing abandoned and lost members of your race to gain the needed skills. They have then taken the required memories and used them to develop your group.

“And the destruction of Earth?”

Unlikely to have actually happened. More likely, you were shown a generated video. Your memories match little of Earth being shown to you, when you compare the texts you studied on Earth.

“So, we were cloned, trained, and lied to, then what? We were set on our allies?”

Most likely, yes. Having a rogue group with the fallen acting as technological backers, remaining safe aboard the fleet and using you as disposable shock troops. Your reactions are significantly better than the data encoded into the original nanites suggests you should be, and you are more resilient, as well as significantly less emotional and more able to dismiss injury and psychological trauma.

Finally, there is the hunger you experienced.

“Yes! Tell me about that…” I demanded, desperate to be able to blame that on something that had been done to me.

It is much more efficient than my records indicate. Certain members of your race historically would feel drawn to certain food groups when their bodies stocks of—for example—required vitamins were low. In you, this hunger is heightened to unnatural levels.

Your nascent nanites, both as individuals and as the precursor to myself, recognized the nanites around you and directed your attention to them.

“So you did it, you made me… feed?” I asked, hope dwindling as I considered the thing he was telling me.

No.

“But you said…”

We directed your attention to something that was required. Your instincts took over and provided the rest, specifically the method of intake and assimilation.

“So, I’m an animal?” I asked grimly. “A clone of some poor fucker that the fallen brain-raped then killed?”

All evolved beings evolve from something. You are a clone, I believe, as all the evidence suggests this. But this does not make you lesser. Your scars on your back, for example, suggest an attachment for the flash growth device.

“I’m a clone…”

You are not lesser, Achilles repeated firmly. If anything, you are more advanced than your natural-born cousins. Your DNA has been scrubbed and cleansed; all of your kind have residual markers in your DNA, throwbacks to earlier times in your evolution. These have been removed and tweaked. Consider Panna and the others of your shipmates.

“What about them?”

Consider their physical attractiveness, their strength and resilience? Your species genetically prizes certain attractive qualities in your mates, including symmetry, musculature, physical and social standing. Your crew is comprised of a very high percentage of beautiful people, as your ancestors would have defined it.

You are physically and mentally superior to regular humans, and the desire to hunt? This is most likely because of damage to the control device in your lower spine.

“The… WHAT?” I growled.

There was a control device in your lower back, a small bomb along with a hormonal regulator that enhanced your aggression, submissiveness, and generally adjusted your personality traits to ensure you would obey your masters. It prevented you from feeling more than idle curiosity and vague interest in things that the regulating restricted intelligence, or RI, wished you to ignore.

Some time after your arrival on this world, it was damaged, rendering its controller unstable. Then, in the most recent fight, it was more severely damaged. It began leaking a significant amount of aggression-enhancing chemicals into your bloodstream, making me aware of its presence. The RI was sequestered for examination as soon as I discovered it.

“A bomb…” I whispered, closing my eyes.

It has already been rendered nonfunctional.

I want to see it,” I demanded.

It will be difficult to remove.

“It’s proof. Something I can hold in my fucking hand and see. I need it.”

Very well. I suggest we find the ship or housing that the creatures you fought were using. They were not local to this world. As such, they must have had a method of arrival. Should we find that, we may be able to use the medical equipment they have.

“What about the RI?” I asked after a few seconds. “The one that was controlling the…”

The hormonal regulator. It was a simple creation; when certain hormonal levels spiked, it released counters. As I said, it appears to have been damaged on arrival to this world, and had been releasing irregular amounts of hormones in response to your situations. I have blocked it, and the hormonal device is now under our control.

“I don’t like it.”

It could be extremely useful, should we need it, providing a way for you to ignore pain, damage, and fear. Should the correct levels be used, we could also sharpen your mind. I sense your concern however, so I offer a compromise. I will repair the device, for now, and allow it to form the required hormones, yet ensure it is prevented from activation. Then, should you feel you need a boost, we will have that option.

“And you won’t use it unless I tell you?” I asked, seriously disliking the thought of it. But, I’d torn my way through everything around me with ease last night, if I was in the shit… maybe…

Negative. As previously stated, I exist in your neural pathways. I am essentially a passenger that can assist you. I am aware that I am most likely unique, and I wish to continue to exist. Ensuring you survive and achieve the goals we decide upon together? This is the optimal state of affairs for me.

“Okay, then…” I was cut off as a new menu popped up before my eyes, text scrolling across.

However, we have reached a nexus; a crossroads, if you will.

“Fuck’s sake, now what?” I asked, feeling my stomach twist as I read.

Confirm intent:

Reach minimum functionality: Yes/No

Repair: Basic repairs completed

Advanced Repair Options now available

Upgrade: Yes/No

Cost:

Reach minimum functionality: 100

Advanced repairs: 100+

Upgrade: 100+

Current stores: 147

“Explain,” I ordered, staring at the text as I finished reading it.

It is quite simple. We have sufficient stores of nanites to raise my level, and therefore your own, to the minimum levels of functionality, fully activating your latent capabilities. Or, we could specifically begin to move towards upgrades and repairs.

Minimum functionality would involve a significant change to your body, lifting you to the level of those you faced who had accidentally activated their nanites. This would result in greater strength, speed, stamina, and all physical attributes improving.

Advanced Repairs are self-evident. Your replacement for your left arm is clumsy and inefficient; replacing it with a fully cybernetic limb is possible. Yet, I recommend a fusion of repairs and upgrades.

Upgrades offer the opportunity to literally upgrade yourself, installing new capabilities, such as with the full system of the additional teeth and harvesting facility. The installation completed earlier was far simpler than preferred.

“I’d like a new fucking arm,” I said firmly, looking down at the clumsy mess of steel that jutted from my shoulder, then frowning and looking closer.

When I’d last looked at it, consciously anyway, I had a vague memory of the limb having just been ripped free, then I stuck it back into a black, oily mess.

Now, the shoulder looked… weird. It was a mixture of flesh and a rubbery sheath, something that had grown upward from a new anchor point that was significantly more solid.

The ring that had encircled the jutting fragments of bone and rotting flesh, had now attached to healthy flesh, overlaid with a protective mesh that sank into the rubbery material.

The cybernetic limb was black as pitch and seemed to absorb the light for about six inches. Solid and as thick, if not thicker than the original arm. Then, from that point, the new twin posts of the botched-together job jutted out, ready to be used as before.

“What would it cost to replace the arm?” I asked, and the details changed, bringing up a stylized view of me in my vision, then zooming into the left side, the arm disassembling into five sections.

The shoulder was flashing, reading sixty percent, and seemed good. Next was the upper arm, running from the shoulder to the elbow.

This segment was at ten percent, with the cool bit at the top, clearly being the ten, and the rest being possibly minuses.

Then came the elbow, utterly non-existent, so zero. Then the lower arm, running to the wrist. Five percent. Then the hand, zero percent, as yeah, I didn’t fucking have one.

A line flowed sideways from each section, a bubble forming and inside it were options that smoothly shifted left and right, moving as I looked it over.

I am monitoring the area, but I suggest seeking cover under the nearest tree to lower our visibility, then resuming this.

I grunted, doing as Achilles suggested, making sure it was a normal tree before leaning my back against it and looking at the details again, not bothering to avoid the heavy rain.

I was just happy to be getting washed down, considering the filth that was running off me.

The first option was the simplest, a single metal post that ran from shoulder to elbow, a hinge, then elbow to wrist, and a triangular claw arrangement.

I dismissed that instantly.

The second option was a slightly larger design, bulkier, but also significantly stronger, providing options for upgrade slots to be built into it. Again, a single post running to the elbow, a larger hinge, then onward. It boasted a hand that was a simple, flat design, with four fingers and two thumbs that could go in either direction.

Third was a surprise. It was a fully human-looking arm, although I knew that there would be metal underneath. The outer structure was synthetic flesh, but this had no upgrade options, it being essentially a flesh and blood arm laid over metal bones and supports.

The next was a flesh and blood arm. Instead of synthetic skin, it had fully human flesh, with a handful of basic modifications built in: blades, a short range weapon, and a handful of data storage devices.

There were two left, though.

The next was a gleaming black arm, fully cybernetic, complete with dozens of potential upgrade slots, a retractable blade, and a massive strength upgrade.

Last of all was a human flesh arm.

Literally. The nanites would expend themselves in a blaze of glory and fully rebuild my arm as flesh, blood, and bone.

I struggled with the choice for a few seconds, wanting to be fully human again, or at least as human as I could be, considering I was a fucking clone but…

“Achilles, why am I so calm?” I asked slowly, a suspicion worming its way up as I waited.

I was forced to use the entire hormonal suppressor stock when you were close to pulmonary failure. I apologize, I believed with everything else, that a little calmness was in order.

“Okay.” I accepted, knowing that I should be screaming blue-fucking-murder right now, but on reviewing the details… it was the right thing to do. “Next time, tell me please. How long ago?”

Six hours, fourteen minutes, eleven seconds.

“When will I recover?”

It is likely to be another few hours, but as you exercise, this number will decrease, flushing your body with naturally produced adrenaline.

“Fine.” I sighed as I dismissed it, accepting that, from what I could remember, I’d been way past exhaustion. Considering that the nanites were repairing and healing me, and my entire body still screamed like my dick had that day Panna spent the entire night abusing it?

It’d been fantastic at the time, but after eight solid hours? When she had kissed it, thinking to treat me with a long, slow blowjob, I’d practically kicked her across the room on instinct.

A tube of flesh is not meant for THAT much constant attention and work in a short amount of time.

I smiled at the memory before sliding the details back to the shiny, black arm.

“This one,” I said, mentally selecting it and seeing it suddenly attached to me in my mind’s eye.

It is the optimal choice. It provides the accustomed facilities and more, enhancing your strength significantly while providing the maximum upgrade slots.

“How much?”

One thousand, six hundred and fifty-six units.

“Well fuck.”

Do you still wish another option to physically feeding on the various beasts?

“Yeah?”

Do you remember the way that we eliminated the creature earlier?

“Yeah what the fuck was that?”

I used ninety percent of the nanites in your body to create a localized gravitational pulse, shredding the creature’s brain, using its own nanites’ magnetic fields.

“Okay…” I muttered, squinting out at the rain, scratching my left shoulder. It felt so weird standing like this. Normally, I’d have folded my damn arms when waiting or whatever, or I’d be standing at attention.

Neither of which I could do right now.

I made its nanites race around and shred its own brain, while creating the effect of a massive weight on its forehead to ensure the job was done, Achilles tried again.

I nodded, this making a lot more sense. I’d been working my way through it, but not really knowing how the nanites worked at all was making it difficult.

“Okay, go on.”

If we were to upgrade your body with gravitational projectors, we could do that more efficiently. Rather than destroy our nanites in the process, we could simply drag theirs about, lifting and throwing them from side to side. Off cliffs. Into the air. All of these things.

“And the feeding?”

Once you grew more skilled, you would be able to strip the nanites from a body, literally create a magnetic field that would pull them free, join them to your cybernetic arm, and we could create a pathway from there to your bloodstream.

“How much?” I asked, frowning.

The first version would be weak. Perhaps the projectors localized into your right hand? As you grow more experienced, you would be able to do more, refining the technology.

“How much?” I repeated, grimly.

One hundred units.

“I’ve got a hundred and forty seven…”

We could put the forty units towards the upgrade of your arm. Do it in stages, slowly improving it?

“And keep the seven for what, emergencies?”

I would recommend that afterward, but…

“What about fully activating myself?” I guessed.

I would recommend that as the next stage. First, the directional gravitational device, to both provide us with a functional weapon and eventually speed up harvesting. Then, we invest in unlocking your basic functionality. Every point gained after that is split, one point to your arm, one to storage, just in case.

I stood there for a few seconds, thinking about it, then agreed that I needed a fucking weapon. Even with the nanites I’d spent the last who-knew-how-long gathering, I was still sore everywhere, thanks to them having to repair and rebuild me after every goddamn fight.

I must have lost a huge percentage overnight to repairing my wounds, after all.

“Do it, give me the gravitational weapon; then it’s slaughtering time.”

You may experience some slight discomfort, and/or crippling agony. Beginning conversion in three… two… one…

“Wait, what?!” Then I screamed, dropping to my knees as horrific pain washed through me and my right hand was torn apart by my own nanites.


Chapter Thirty

The pain was short-lived, thankfully, and a few minutes later, as I cradled my hand to my chest, my voice hoarse from the screams, I frantically searched the surrounding area, sure my sounds would have drawn something.

When nothing was evident, I finally forced myself to look down, blinking at my seemingly untouched hand.

“What…”

The internal structure of the hand was altered to house the projector. The exterior was left as similar to the original as possible, increasing by less than three percent width and eleven percent in depth.

“Fucking hell, you said ‘mild discomfort’…” And/or crippling agony. I did warn you.

“Well, was there any chance of it not being crippling fucking agony?” I asked slowly, my heart still racing as I tried to slow my breathing from a wild pant to something that couldn’t be heard a mile away.

It was unlikely, but theoretically possible.

“And how likely was it I’d experience crippling agony?”

99.9735%

“Motherfucker, that’s not a chance! Next time, just tell me!” I snarled, gaze darting all around me, frantic to take the building rage out on something else.

As you wish.

“Okay… okay, moving on, so how the hell do I use it?” I growled after a few seconds of silence.

Focus on what you wish to move.

I looked around, frowning, then picked out a broken twig from the tree I leaned against.

“That twig…” I said.

Reach for it… not with your hand!

I froze as Achilles snapped at me and pretended that I’d just been shifting position. Instead, I stood there, right hand extended as I stared at the branch, and it did… absolutely nothing.

Visualize a field of energy that surrounds and enfolds the target. You feel it with your mind, you surround it with the energy field, then you lift.

After a solid ten minutes of trying, I was determined it was broken, when Achilles, suggesting a slight change in the feeling I was hunting for each time, as they tweaked and adjusted the settings, finally hit upon something.

For a split second, I felt the twig almost as if it was in the palm of my hand. I jumped, and so did the twig!

And then nothing, for the next hour straight.

Eventually, annoyed to all hell, I decided to reposition myself at the top of the hill to look at the surrounding area. Once I was sure I was safe, and nothing was about to sneak the fuck up on me, I was going to strip off.

Not for some kind of weird exhibitionist kicks, waving my dick to as much of the land as I could manage. But instead, as the rain seemed to be settled in for the entire day, I would make the most of it and at least get clean for the first time in forever.

My flight suit, or what was left of it, anyway, could do with cleaning, as well.

Well, as I looked at it, examining the claw marks, the rips, the bloodstains, and the various missing sections, it became very obvious that what it could really do with was burning.

I couldn’t do that, though. I needed to have some kind of goddamn dignity, and the thought of the bugs… nope.

I forced myself to set off, walking up the hill, glad for the peace and quiet as Achilles seemed to have taken my failure as a sign to give me some room to think.

The hill wasn’t that big, a ten-minute walk was all, but it was steep, and the steadily flowing watery sludge made it a lot harder than it needed to be. By the time I reached the top, I was starting to rethink my life choices as I watched the lightning playing in the distance.

I didn’t think I was high enough to draw the lightning here, but I did have a metal fucking arm, which probably wasn’t the wisest of things to bring up a hill in a storm.

I stood under the tree for several minutes, slowly scanning the area all around, unsure if, in a storm, you were supposed to be under the trees or away from them.

The way my week was going, it probably didn’t matter, though.

I was surrounded on three sides by rolling hills and valleys, with the fourth side being the forest I’d left so recently. In the distance straight ahead, with the forest behind me, I could see the way the hills rose farther and steeper, clearly building to the escarpment that held the base that was my original target.

Between here and there were dozens of valleys and hills, all filled with raging rivers that flowed in the direction of the chasm, presumably filtering into it to cause trouble somewhere else. Probably involving drowning poor, lost pilots.

To my left, the hills dipped lower then gave out, forming a long dirt and scrub grassland that was currently growing more and more saturated. In the far distance, almost as far as I could see from here, a tiny handful of reflections highlighted glass or shiny metal.

Each crash of thunder and burst of lightning in that direction gave it away, and I stared at it hungrily. Hopefully, that was the creatures’ base, or ship, or whatever.

If it was a village, I was fucked. But if there had been just the four of them? I could be literally saved by going there.

Finally, in the opposite direction, to my right with the forest behind me, the scrub and hills lowered for a short distance, falling down to a raging river before climbing again to form the steeper sides of the chasm and canyon that extended ahead.

“I’m thinking left,” I said simply, turning back that way and waiting.

It appears the optimal choice. If there are more creatures that prove aggressive, we now have a weapon and a chance to deal with them. If they are friendly, that opens new options, and if there are no creatures, and it is instead the home base or transport system the others used to get here, there are likely technological artifacts we can repurpose.

I made one last circuit of the top of the hill to make sure I was actually alone and not about to be raped by a horny ogre when I dropped my pants—after all, that was the way my week was going—then I stripped off.

The flight suit by now was more rips and tears, bloodstains and battered holes than intact fabric. But I did my best to scrape off most of the mud and blood, dragging the suit across the ground and laying it out flat in the hope the water would help.

I grimaced at the filth that was slowly seeping from it, disgusted by the color as well as the smell, and quickly moved onto my body.

The rub-down was needed, judging from the flaking scabs, dirt, matted clumps of hair, and everything else that fell free. A handful of minutes later, I was dressed again and marching stoically down the hill in the direction of the distant metal, really hoping that nobody would be home and that there was a shower there I could use.

Or failing that, just some new goddamn pants.

The walk was uneventful; apparently even the local beasts and wildly aggressive creatures had more sense than me and were currently holed up in their burrows.

“Achilles, where are we in relation to the tree that had all the blood pouches?” I asked, getting a burst of static that made me jump, before a massively magnified map leaped into my view, then zoomed back out. “What the hell?!” I grunted.

Apologies, I am still operating at a reduced level. While we are no longer on emergency footing, having been forced to redeploy sufficient nanites to enable a full and basic boot, I am still significantly less than I could be.

“Anything we can do about that?” I asked absently, zooming in and out with an unthinking gesture from my right hand, before freezing.

Actually…

“Why does this work?” I asked quickly, cutting him off. “I don’t have my BAT, and my LENs can’t access my gesture control without the gloves reading my hand gestures.”

Your BAT-21 and LENs are intermediary technology on the path to me. Achilles replied, sounding smug. I am in your brain, and as such, I do not require these things to project onto your optical nerves or to enable you to hear me. Your gestures are simple, and the same as you have used in your suit. Those memories, I can access, as well as the memories of the nanites you have gained from your donors.

I simply tie all of this together.

“So wait, I don’t need the LENs?” I asked quickly.

Negative.

“And I won’t need it again? So, if I take it out, we’re not going to be fucked down the line?”

I suspect not. I cannot foresee all eventualities, but I see no requirement that I cannot replace.

“Fuck this shit, then.” I said flatly, reaching up and wincing at the embedded dirt under my fingernails as I pawed at my eye, tugging the LENs free. “Oh gods, that’s better.”

It was true. The LENs were developed to be worn until they broke down, but even with the current version being presumably efficient and well-made, or so we were told, the difference between the eye that wore one and the eye that didn’t was massive for comfort.

Save the LENs, please; do not discard it.

“Why?” I asked curiously, frowning down at it.

Nanites are constructed from many sources. This is a highly technological item; breaking it down should provide building materials for the future. Failing all else, if we have a great enough store, then I can construct your new arm from technological artifacts instead of simply from nanites.

“Hell yes, what do I do with it?”

Press it to your upper arm where the blackness of the encroaching nanites meets the silver of the steel.

I looked, getting a targeting reticle overlaying the exact spot, and I did as I’d been asked. The thin, photonic lens filaments folded down like they were being eaten.

In seconds, the tiny fragments, visible only as the dim light reflected off them, were absorbed fully. I rolled my shoulders, cracking my back before setting off again.

“So, if we can find enough tech, you can basically break it all down and make more nanites, right?”

I can.

“So, if we find something big enough, could you make a ship?”

A ship?

“A Paladin,” I clarified. “Could you make me a Paladin?”

In theory I could; however, I have only the basic schematics for a Paladin, including your memories.

“I know how a Paladin is put together.” I said firmly. “I spent months in the bay helping to rebuild them, running the printers, rebuilding the handful we had until we had enough to…”

You understand how to run a captured, preprogrammed printer to produce the parts. Those parts are, in turn, programmed from the shipboard links. The physical Paladin, even if you had sufficient knowledge—you do not, I assure you—to construct, would be useless without the programming base.

“But…”

The Paladin would be reduced to the level of the ancient warplanes of the first world war, without electronic components, simple physical parts interacting. I do not possess the tens of thousands of terabytes of specialized programming that the Paladins require, even for the basic models you had access to.

“Yeah okay but… wait, what do you mean ‘basic models’? They were cutting-edge!”

It appears not. The fleet you fought launched a small number of Paladins, and while they were unable to close with you, the flight data was observed in your peripheral gaze. They accelerated faster, turned sharper, and were more heavily armed than your own.

“How?” I gasped, stunned. “I mean, that doesn’t make…”

You were cloned from captured pilots, most likely, memories harvested and implanted. The facility was unlikely to be created overnight, most likely several years of planning and careful arrangement was required, and this is if we assume you are the first generation of clones.

If you were created with the most recent memories, they would still be most likely many years out of date. The war with the fallen has raged for decades, as far as we know, although it could be far longer. The Paladins you flew may have been military surplus that had been mainly scrapped, for all we know.

“No.” I said flatly. “That’s not possible. That’s just… no.” I shook my head, convinced in my heart beyond all else that the Paladin was the height of technology. I’d fallen in love with the ship in a way that even Panna, as well as the dimly seen men and women I sensed in my cobbled-together memories, could never compare to.

The Paladin was everything I could ever imagine, it had granted me access to the sky and stars. It had changed the tide of the war. I remembered seeing the very first one coming off the factory assembly lines, and…

…and I remembered both being selected as one of the very few for the first intake and being transferred to the Paladin core, already a qualified pilot and entering an established core.

They’d stood in ranks in the bright mid-morning sun at a base in the desert, the oppressive heat and dryness ignored as unimportant as I stared at the battered frame of the Paladin, clambering into the cockpit as it had lowered for me.

I remembered mine jamming as it lowered. An engineering tech ran over, twisting something out of sight with a wrench of all things, and the whole canopy shuddered and started to move again.

These memories alone, they were from three, no four different people, I realized, feeling cold inside. They were jumbled, much as all my memories were, and my mouth went dry in fear as I wondered if that was how it was supposed to be? Were memories easy to pull up? To forget? Or was that because of me, of who and what I was?

The first Paladin had been beautiful, you never forgot your first, but seeing them lined up ready for trainees? The war was ongoing; command would never have given the state-of-the-art fighters to trainees. We’d have been given training pods, as other memories confirmed.

The memories of the latest models, or of more advanced fighters, had probably been scrubbed, then.

“Fuck,” I whispered, recognizing, now that I was looking for them, the edges of multiple memories. It wasn’t so much the details, or the lack of them, it was the feeling.

If I concentrated, I could sense details just beyond the edge of my own memories, things I could vaguely remember. Like that time Panna and I had rigged the showers after our slot so we could get in there, despite our allotment being missed.

I remembered getting bollocked for it by a captain from one of the other wings, but not who they’d been, not their name, because that wasn’t important. It was a minor detail I just couldn’t quite remember right now. These memories, though? The edges of them were sharp. Entire sections had hidden bits which worked loose, and I remembered them, but other sections? They were sharp and final, making it clear that this was all there was to them.

Now that I knew what I was looking for, there were so many sections like that.

Ajax, this accomplishes nothing.

“What?” I mumbled, taking a deep breath and looking around, realizing I’d wandered to a stop in the valley between two small hills.

This introspection accomplishes nothing. You have gradually slowed until you came to a halt. You have been standing here for several minutes now and showed no sign of moving on.

“Shit, I was just… I was thinking about…”

The memories.

“Yeah.”

For now, we have too little data to know anything for sure. We have discussed the most likely scenarios and the reasons for that. I recommend we ignore the past in favor of the present.

“Yeah, but…”

We have just over three miles to travel and are currently at the bottom of a valley, close by a running river that has already overran its banks.

Perhaps, given your recent experience of flash floods, this is a conversation that could be continued at the destination? Preferably when you have been fed and are resting in the dry and warmth?

The sneaky son of a bitch knew exactly what to tease me with, I reflected, casting a worried glance at the steadily rising water a mere dozen meters away before turning and heading for higher ground.

Part of the nanite activation was a directional sense, and I could feel the distance to the construct getting shorter. I cursed, stumbling to a halt and looking back over my shoulder.

What?

“The ridge… back before you activated, I found something hidden up there, back in the forest, I mean, it looked to be human design, all panels bolted together, rather than elven, which always looks organically grown.”

Searching…

Located.

“And?”

It appears to be the upper fin of a submerged structure; nothing more can be identified from the memory. It was missed, as I was undergoing primary activation at that point.

“Should we go back?” I asked, taking a few steps in that direction, only to stop a second later.

Negative. Estimated distance to the submerged structure is greater than the distance to the current target. Plus, it would require excavation before exploration. It may be valuable, or it may be the remains of something useless. The nearby target structure appears to be a habitation or transport vehicle, either of which would be far more valuable to us.

“So…” I said after a few seconds, turning back and starting to jog, wanting to make up the time and growing hungrier by the second. “…you can’t make a Paladin, what about the marine power armor?”

Do you have the schematics and programming modules for a set of power armor?

“You know I don’t,” I growled.

I am attempting to make you see reason. I cannot form anything beyond the most basic upgrades to your form without complex schematics. Should you find a set of power armor? I could infiltrate it, scan it, and either copy the design, assimilate it into something else, repurposing it, or repair it, provided we had enough raw materials or nanites available.

Once I have had the required access to it, yes, I could create a replacement provided, again, we had access to the required components/materials or nanites.

I cannot create complex structures out of the air. You are literally my only chance at survival. If I could? You would already be in the top-grade armor with a railgun and unlimited ammunition, preferably aboard a ship of our own and bound for orbit. I have no desire to be rendered to my component atoms by plasma bombardment.

“Okay, I get it.” I grumbled, deliberately lengthening my stride, before frowning and starting to run, the jog having felt… good? “Achilles, I’ve never been a runner but…”

You have always suffered from micro-fractures in your shins, running exacerbated this, making even short distance runs painful.

“And now?”

I have cut the relevant nerve impulses.

“You cut my nerves?” I whispered, swallowing hard.

Only those impulses, do not fear. I can reactivate them, if you wish, but the short-term benefit was deemed worth it. Once you have been fully repaired, you will no longer experience such things.

“Just… next time tell me, okay?” I ordered, getting a sense of agreement in return.

With that, Achilles fell silent, and I started to run properly, focusing on the rapidly soaking mud of the hills as I raced up and down them.

The small river that was at the end of the valley wasn’t two bad; it was two separate ones that joined together to form the rising river back behind me, after all. But as I went on, I started having to search for better places to cross.

Stop, something is wrong.

Achilles interrupted me as I shifted, angling in to cross where it looked like a large rock or something was splitting the next river.

I’d been planning on leaping onto the rock, then heading up the far hill from there but–

You see it now? The tracks on this side massively outnumber the tracks on the far side. The tracks of those that successfully cross are deeper, gouges in the dirt and are separated, with greater distance between each mark, indicating panic and desperation.

“How the hell did you get all of that?” I asked, staring at the collection of marks on the far side.

Your brain is heavily involved in the autonomic movements of your body, adjusting for angle, speed, the treacherous footing, for your movement, not to mention the general bodily functions, reducing the overall capacity for examination.

I have no such requirements, having set programmable laws for my component parts to follow.

“So, the same as my subconscious, then?” I mumbled, still watching the rock and the ripples as it shifted slightly.

If I’d not been watching for it, considering the fast-moving water, I’d never had seen it, but the lee of the rock created a little zone of peaceful waters, at least until the damn thing moved.

Yes and no; mine are only required when a situation presents itself, and as such are less intrusive. What are your intentions?

“I’m trying to figure out if I can take it, whatever it is.”

Allow me.

Instantly, the creature was highlighted in red with dotted sections showing where it faded from sight.

I suspect it is on a comparable level with the hunting cat, a fast-moving ambush predator, or it would be unlikely to simply lie here awaiting prey.

“Any reason you think that?” I asked nervously. I needed the nanites, hell I desperately needed them, but I was also new to the whole up-close-and-personal nature of melee combat, much preferring the flash and forget of ranged ship-to-ship fights where everything was over in seconds, the mind and your reactions the determining factors.

You have slowed, making it likely that you are aware of its location, yet it has remained there. Looking at the tracks, several creatures have been consumed, and recently enough that the tracks have not yet been washed away, yet we have seen no sign of such creatures.

There are no corpses, yet the depth of several of the sets of tracks indicate larger beasts, hence the corpses must have been internalized. Logically, this suggests an ambush predator, most likely a bottom feeder that attacks as the prey attempts to pass overhead.

“So how the hell do we kill it?” I asked, getting a wash of data again and banishing it almost as soon as it appeared.

Ambush Predator:

Unknown ambush predator, locally adapted, enhanced.

Estimated Gain: 30-50

Threat index: ?

Viable Target Species

“Why is the threat a question mark?” I asked hesitantly, and I didn’t like the answer.

We don’t truly know what the creature is, Achilles explained patiently.

“And your advice is basically stick my head in there and see if it gets bitten off?” I asked caustically before swallowing hard and backing away a little. “Maybe we should go around,” I suggested, when the creature, clearly sensing that it was about to lose its chance at the easy meal, launched itself out of the water.


Chapter Thirty-One

The thing that erupted from the water wasn’t as I’d been expecting it to be at all. I’d envisaged a giant frog-like thing squatting on the bottom of the river, a massive mouth pointed upwards, maybe a fuck load of teeth and a massive belly filled with whatever it’d been eating.

It was nothing like that.

Instead, the creature looked more like a cross between a slime monster from the games one of Panna’s techs had found in the old database and a man o’war.

The rock I’d seen through the water was the slime, seemingly solid. As the camouflage that had been making it blend into the river bottom was discarded, I could suddenly see dozens of corpses trapped inside, from tiny skeletons that made me think of rodents or fish to parts of a hunting cat, entire sections having been absorbed or disposed of already.

The main structure of the slime was filled with glimmering streams of nanites, literal paths of the shining beauties arcing from the corpses to sink down to the base of the creature. The tentacles erupted from underneath like a lion’s mane around the slime, and a half-dozen thicker, sturdy limbs let it scuttle out of the water toward me.

It leaped free in a single bound, landing on the shore, half in and half out with a mighty splash. Then the tentacles, or tendrils maybe, lashed out at me.

They were thin but strong, and landed in their dozens, wrapping around my arms, legs, waist, and neck, yanking me forward before I could back away.

I cursed, then abandoned that in favor of screaming in pain. The long connectors it used were cable-thin, more like data connectors than tentacles from an octopus or any creature I knew of. But more importantly, they were coated in something that burned as soon as it landed on my exposed skin!

Hauling back on them, I screamed louder, heaving and trying to break their grip, but the pain! The more pressure I put on them, the worse the pain was, they had to be…

They are doing no damage.

“What?!” I screeched, yanking back and shaking with the agony.

They broadcast a signal though the contact with your skin, but they are doing no damage… fight it!

I yanked and almost collapsed under the pain as it doubled and continued to rise, making me shake, the agony ripping through me as I cast about frantically.

I looked down, my right arm there before my eyes, and I hissed in agony at the pain… but the sight?

The attack was flaying me down to the bone, I knew this, hell I could feel it, and I could see it in my mind, but…

It is a mixed psionic and hallucinogenic attack–fight!

I hissed, but as Achilles said, I could see the skin on my arm, and besides being red and bulging where the whip-like tendrils were clinging to me… there was no discernable damage.

I pulled back, forcing myself to ignore, as much as possible, the pain. With a heave, I dragged the creature from the water. Then it planted its feet and frantically hauled back, clearly not wanting to move far from the water.

I reached down right-handed, shaking and gritting my teeth as the pain seemed to build even higher… then I dragged the shiv free of my pocket, slashing it sideways across the strands.

They were under tension, pulled taut, and they held for bare fractions of a second before pinging free. I wished I’d gone back for the knife, or the damn multi-tool, but I hadn’t, and now all I had were the empty sheaths, and I was back to the shitty, homemade shiv.

As they snapped, the sudden frantically rising agony that had been close to erasing my fucking mind suddenly vanished. All the tendrils suddenly released and whipped back, freeing me to fall backward to land on the bank of the river.

The creature curled the tendrils in, waving them threateningly while scurrying toward the water, clearly giving up on the meal.

“Oh no, you fucking don’t!” I snarled, grabbing at the mossy scrub and launching myself back to my feet, then racing at the retreating form.

It hesitated, raising the tendrils in warning, then seemed to make a decision, doubling down on flight. The tendrils whipped in around its top, forming a protective cage as the slime reached up, coating the underside of the limbs.

The legs stomped steadily, quickly reaching the edge of the water and starting into it. I closed the last few feet and jabbed my metal arm into several of the slime-coated tendrils.

I dragged it sideways, gathering a load of them as they tried to keep the protective cage intact, and I slashed in the opposite direction with the shiv.

More tendrils tore free, and for a second, I grinned, convinced I was winning, when the fucker unfurled the remaining tendrils and flung slime at me.

I twisted instinctively, slapping as much aside as I could, but still, most of it landed. It splattered across my body and face, a whole new level of searing agony rising in me at the touch of it.

I screamed, then attacked, stabbing the fucker over and over, slashing at the tendrils even as they whipped at me, and the legs shuddered in pain, trying to power the creature across the last few feet into the deeper water.

I stabbed the metal arm into the center of its mass, punching into the slime, which felt gelatinous, almost making me rebound. Then I stabbed in close to the base and ripped the shiv backward.

Tendrils writhed and grabbed at me, most wrapping around the metal arm, but others slapped onto my skin, liberally smearing the slime across my skin and…

And I could smell burning.

I was stoically ignoring the pain as best I could, stabbing, cutting and beating the fucker into the next world, determined that I’d win. As Achilles had said, it was all a hallucination, a projected pain, not real damage, but…

But smoke was rising from the metal as it smoldered, and my face and arm…

The pain was rising, and gods, it was getting worse!

Quick! Into the water!

“Wha…?” I hissed, feeling the world shifting sideways. Everything started to grow blurry and red as… as blood poured down my face.

It’s acidic! Into the water, quickly!

I broke off the attack, diving face-first into the water, and for a split second, the pain was worse, not better, rising to a level that caused me to open my mouth to scream, then as water rushed into me… the slime solidified.

I twisted around frantically thrashing and coughing, forcing myself back to the surface…

Wash it off!

I burst out of the water, coughing and hacking, falling back and frantically wiping at the mass of slime that on contact with the air began to bubble and smoke again.

I sank back into the water, desperately closing my mouth and tearing at my skin, ignoring the rushing water as it bore me along until I hit a sandy stretch and the rough surface scoured some of the mess from me.

Immediately acting on instinct, I twisted around, scraping myself across the sandy bottom. I rolled and thrashed, scraping it off, the last few small splatters dragged out of folds and crevices in my clothing by frantic fingers as I popped back up into the air.

I bobbed, twisting, then dragged myself to the shore, rolling and groaning as the rushing water tugged at me. I crawled myself up the bank on my forearm, my metal arm now a mass of blackened, twisted metal half the length it had been.

I rolled onto my back and collapsed, legs still in the water, staring up at the iron gray clouds high above and the steadily falling rain.

“What… the fuck… happened?” I asked when I could manage it.

The creature used a defensive mechanism, I suspect. The central mass is both a method of dissolution for its victims and a final defense, providing a limited quantity of high-strength acid. Contact with the water forces a chemical reaction that neutralizes the acid, hence the creature has altered the outermost level of the slime to harden on contact with water, reverting to an acidic form on contact with the atmosphere.

“Acid… It covered me in… fucking acid?” I panted, my hand lifting unsteadily to touch the seared sections of my flesh.

It appears so. A most effective defense, yet you acquitted yourself admirably.

“I thought it was hallucinogenic!” I snarled, flinching from the touch of my fingers on burned and bubbling skin. “Oh gods, what the hell?”

We can repair the damage in short order.

“Oh thank fuck…”

Provided of course, we can kill that creature and harvest its nanites.

“Are you shitting me?” I hissed in pain-filled fury. “Didn’t you see what it did to me? I’m a mess! I barely survived!”

And yet, I believe it was in a significantly worse condition. Also, I believe we now know how to defeat it.

“We do?” I hurled the question, torn between a rising hunger at the thought of the nanites and a festering fury at the fucker being so blasé about the injuries I’d sustained. After all, it wasn’t Achilles’ flesh that was sloughing off!

The last blow you inflicted, a lateral incision at the base of the acidic layer, drawn toward yourself, resulted in the legs on that side collapsing and the tendrils failing. I believe the most sensitive area for the creature is the base layer underneath the slime and above the legs. This appears to be the main organ location.

“I… I don’t remember.” I admitted, closing my eyes and letting the rain roll down my face. “Please, can you heal me?”

I am already working to repair the worst of the damage, although a more efficient change would be to begin replacement of the damaged organic layer with a synthetic one. Perhaps…

“Skin.” I whispered. “I want my skin back, and my goddamn hair, all of it. I want to look right again.”

You had no objection to the black replacement arm, surely the replacement of the epidermis layer with…

“Skin.” I repeated flatly. “My skin.”

Very well. We cannot replace all the lost layers with the minimal nanites we have available, therefore I will cut off the nerve impulses from the damaged sections.

“Why didn’t you do that with the attacks before?” I asked, opening my eyes again and forcing myself to sit up, dragging my legs, now filthy with mud, out of the water, sitting shivering on the bank of the river.

Had I done that, we would have been unaware of the damage when it changed from psionic to physical, and the sudden cessation of pain could have distracted you when you needed it most. Pain activated an autonomic release of adrenaline that was most beneficial to you.

“Whatever.” I whispered, rubbing at my face and wincing as flesh burst, fluid-filled blisters popping under the touch and making me shudder.

I recommend we make haste. Other predators may have picked up on the signs of a struggle and moved in to consume the remains, or to attack the presumably injured victor.

“Yeah, in a minute.” I replied, my voice low as I looked down at my right hand, seeing the red, raised lines in it, crisscrossing the palm and the back of the hand, the pink of damaged flesh, the white of tank-grown flesh.

No wonder the synth skin had always seemed to blend in when I saw people walking around with it on. It was tank-grown, the same as the rest of us.

Ajax, we must make haste. If you lose this source of nanites, we will need to hunt another to affect full repairs to your form. This will be considerably more difficult with the loss of the lower arm and the shiv.

“The…” I cast about, looking for the shiv and groaned, letting myself sag back into the mud with a splat as I fought tears of frustration. I’d lost the goddamn shiv.

I vaguely remembered using it when I stabbed it into the fucker and dragged it toward me before diving into the water.

Shaking my head, I growled as I forced myself to my feet, stumbling slightly as new pains made themselves known, and I cast about, trying to figure out where the hell I’d come from.

Upstream.

“Huh?”

We were carried downstream by the rush of the water, logically therefore the corpse must be upstream, as it has not passed us.

“Whatever.” I grunted again, setting off the slog up the bank of the river.

It took nearly an hour to backtrack the distance that had taken mere minutes when I was dragged downstream with the fast-flowing water, but eventually, we came around a bend in the river and saw a tell-tale bulge in the water.

It’d moved downstream a little as well, maybe a dozen meters, to a pool that appeared as wide as it was deep. The creature appeared to be hiding on the bottom, a thin stream of dark fluid seeping from the underside and floating downstream as I drew closer.

The bank on the right hand side, where I was now, was significantly higher than the far side. A collapse at some point in the past had carried the section of earth away, leaving a fairly solid rise that overlooked the pool.

I slid forward on my belly, glaring down at the fucker from above and feeling my anger rising at the sight of it. It was hiding there, resting. Recovering, while I looked like Frankenstein’s monster. It’d attacked me, fully expecting to eat me. Then, when it’d failed, it’d fucked off to the bottom of the river, thinking it was safe there?

No.

No, it fucking wasn’t.

It’d crossed the line and was going to get what was coming, the bastard. I shifted along a little, still watching downward, and hesitated when I saw some movement upstream.

It was a fish.

A small one, maybe eight inches long, and a few wide, silvery gray. It was moving fast, passing another and another, flowing downstream and…

And it’d just passed the shiv! The shiv lay in the water, clearly visible maybe ten meters upstream at a shallow section, making me grin.

I recommend leaving the shiv.

“How the hell do I fight it without the shiv?” I asked in a low growl.

The gravitational projector.

“I can’t use it!” I snarled.

Then this is the perfect time to learn.

As much as I wanted to argue with Achilles, the fucker had a point there.

The creature is an ambush predator, and is specially adapted to survive under water, to reach it, you will need to dive in, entering its preferred environment. If, however, you can make the gravitational projector work?

“I could kick its fucking ass.” I finished for both of us, before reaching out my right hand and glaring down at the fucker.

“Game on, asshole.”


Chapter Thirty-Two

I stared down at it, frowning as I tried to make the weapon work, with a noticeable fuck all as the result.

“How do I do it?” I asked after a few seconds.

You are attempting to force the interaction. The projector is tied to your nervous system. As such, you have to reach out and feel the connection.

“That… that really doesn’t fucking help.” I whispered after a few seconds, straining as I clenched my muscles and tried to force the projector to do what I wanted.

Think about your body. Achilles explained patiently. When you want to do something, such as controlling your Paladin, what happens when you tense up?

“You get all jerky.” I said instantly, knowing it was true. In a ship, you wanted to be smooth, because…

“Slow is smooth. Smooth is fast.” I repeated, a memory surfacing as a trainer worked with me, the training craft, an ancient rogue-class in-atmosphere craft, built around stealth, had been fighting me as I tried to weave in and out of the canyon, the walls getting closer and closer as I tried to make up the time I’d lost.

The trainer, a woman whose name was long lost now, sat behind me, repeating that stupid phrase over and over, making me say it as well.

The words had been meaningless until…

Until it clicked.

The tenseness in my shoulders faded, dropping as I adjusted in my seat. The problem was thought, fear, determination, all of it.

Emotions, thoughts, all of them had no place in flying like this, they were all an extra layer that the signals from the brain had to pass through to reach the ship.

The tensing of my muscles had added an extra, admittedly infinitesimal, but still measurable delay from the signal being sent.

Instead, as I settled back, relaxing, moving smoothly without active thought, allowing my body to simply exist, my reactions picked up speed, and the trainer’s voice fell away as we picked up speed.

The walls of the canyon blurred past ever closer, and I reached out, wrapping my fingers around the throttle, and pushing it all the way to the front, massively increasing the speed as a grunt sounded from behind me.

The rogue leaped forward, engine flaring to life as the scramjets opened, coming online and preparing for ignition, the wings—previously at full extension—folded back into position for supersonic airflow, and the canyon, blurred further as the trainer’s voice rose in sudden panic, and was ignored, the words washed away.

It’d been a moment of transcendent flight, when everything had come together, all at once, and I had seen the truth.

From that moment on, my trainers had gone from lambasting me cursing me for not showing them what I could really do to generally shitting themselves whenever they flew with me.

I’d hit supersonic in a canyon, blasting through the final twists and turns at a speed that the instructors had to slow the replay down for to even see. I’d set a new record by an entire seven seconds for the course, and for a course that had been punishing me whenever I tried to dip under a full minute? That was saying something.

I knew now that these memories weren’t mine. At the last second, I’d seen the reflection of my face in the glass as I stared down at the award at flight school, my name added to the elite panel of record breakers for the third and final time as I left the school, my choice of carriers being laid before me by the admiral.

I was blonde, shorter than I was now, my elfin features and the freckles that covered my nose in a wide strip reminding me of Panna, although my chest was considerably smaller. I knew, in that split second glance, that I’d been female in those memories, not to mention cocky as fuck.

Now, I opened my eyes again and stared down at the water, my hand dangling slightly and the water around the creature shivering. The fish, three of them, were all caught by its tendrils and dragged backward, closing on the slime, ready to be pressed through the semi-solid outer layer to be consumed.

I spread my fingers unthinkingly and lifted, my mind reaching out and feeling the shape of the creature, the nanites glowing in my mental vision as I tore the fucker free.

Legs that had been planted comfortably were suddenly trashed as they were dragged upward. Claws, used to sinking into the silt and sandy stone bottom and gripping onto underwater boulders and plants, now frantically kicked and flailed as the slime and tendrils burst from the water.

I rose to my feet, standing on the bank and watching, calm suffusing me as the creature hung suspended in the air, desperately trying to reach the water as the remaining tendrils thrashed, reaching out.

It seemed aware of me, whatever sensory organs it used picking me out, and the tendrils folded inward, scooping more slime up, twisting as they prepared to fling the acidic gloop at me, and I closed my fist.

The force that had lifted the creature, holding it steady, folded inward as well, fluids bursting free in a great gout, cartilage and bones–both those of the creature and those of the creatures it’d fed on most recently–cracked and crumpled.

The creature spasmed, its nervous system shattering as the body did the same. The distributed brain overloaded and shut down in death in seconds as I gestured to one side, the body flashing through the air to hit the moss and scrub.

The acidic mess of slime burst on impact, spreading across the scrub and sending thin lines of smoke rising, even as the rain neutralized the now much thinner slime.

It must have done the same on me as I struggled. The water being splashed around at the time must have massively diluted the burns I’d suffered, reducing me to a mess, rather than death.

I dragged my hand downward, the actual body of the beast now laying atop the remains of the slime section. The scrub and rough ground scoured off the slime as the legs kicked spasmodically, the final flares of the nervous system triggering.

Then it was over, and the limbs fell, hanging still in death, as I stood over it, staring down, the hunger rising.

I knelt, reaching out for one scaled and battered leg. My new teeth creaked as they lengthened, six of them, three to a side. My canines and the two teeth on either side grew sharp as I bit down. They tore through the skin, sinking into the vein beneath and drawing the thick blood up and into me.

The feeling as the blood was filtered, the right side pulling and the left pushing was weird at first, and yet… strangely comforting. The nanites flowed into me, the speed building even as the cooler, stripped blood returned.

I sucked and gnawed at the leg, the hunger holding me in its grip as the almost unbearably savage joy of feeding rose in me. As soon as the leg ceased to provide as much, I spat it out, biting down onto a lower section of the underside, tearing my head from side to side, opening a greater wound in the thick, ridged flesh and sinking my teeth in again and again.

Long minutes passed before I eventually sagged backward, groaning as my body pulsed with the mass of freshly integrated nanites, a new screen flashing before me.

Confirm continuing intent:

Reach minimum functionality: Yes/No

Basic Repairs: Yes/No

Upgrade: Yes/No

Cost:

Reach full system functionality: 7/100

Current basic repairs: 86/100

Left arm upgrade: 40/1656

Upgrade options: 100+

Current stores: 87

I assigned fourteen points straight into basic repairs, knowing that would repair the burns and damaged sections, then I dropped the remaining seventy-three points straight into reaching full system functionality, bringing me up to eighty points. Twenty more, and I should have access to the main systems, sufficient to start with the next phase of upgrading myself at least.

I felt a little uncomfortable with not investing anything into my replacement arm, as I damn well needed that as well. But due to the immense expense, it’d take a while regardless to reach it, so I needed to keep at it, but…

I could reach things much faster by investing in them massively like I had the main system.

And I fucking well needed to be healed.

I rose to my feet, swaying slightly, feeling almost drunk as I groaned and stretched. Dragging the back of my hand across my mouth and chin, I brushed the bristles of my slowly growing beard, coated with the tacky dried remnants of the creature’s blood I’d just eaten.

“Now what?” I asked Achilles, musingly.

We could resume our trek to the habitation or transport or…

“Or we could start hunting these fuckers.” I finished for us both, knowing what we both wanted.

It would seem an efficient use of our time, should we hunt as we go, following the river. We may find additional ambush predators or other creatures.

“We don’t need to hunt things that aren’t dangerous, though.” I said automatically. Even as I said it, I wondered where the impulse had come from.

The life on this world is unlikely to be non-threatening to us.

“That’s fine. If it’s a predator, then we can kill it. But if it’s prey…”

All creatures are the prey of an apex predator. Are we not the new apex predator of this world?

“Yeah,” I replied after a few seconds. “Yeah, I guess we are.”

It felt weird, like there was something wrong there. I shouldn’t be okay with the idea of feeding on the defenseless creatures of the planet, but…

It wasn’t like I was going to be feeding on people after all, was it? I was going to be feeding on things like the blood pouches and the cats, river predators and fish, or whatever the fuck attacked me first, that was all.

And a tiny voice in the back of my mind, swiftly ignored, asked what would happen if the elves attacked me, too.

I rolled my shoulders, hissing as my flesh seemed to bubble up again, the scabs and weeping wounds on injured sections breaking apart. Glossy black nanite pools flowed into sight, spreading and engulfing the damaged sections before sinking back into my skin, the holes they made healing as they poured back inside again and again.

I gritted my teeth against the pain, and yet… it wasn’t that bad, not as I got used to it. It was more like the time I’d been forced to let the physio-terrorist work on my shoulders and back. She’d twisted and pummeled me until, after what seemed like hours of abuse that inexplicably took only minutes, according to the timer, I was released again.

I’d barely be able to force myself from the bed, standing and hissing in agony as a woman half my size smiled at me and assured me that I’d feel different in a minute.

Worst of all, she would be right. Within seconds, as I hesitantly shifted, twisting and expecting pain, it would die away, and I’d suddenly be able to bend and stretch like never before.

This pain as I was healed was an acute and sharp flare, like when the medical team took samples. A sudden scratch, then something flowing across the skin and the rebuilding of my body.

I moved more confidently as more and more of the decreasing pools of nanites vanished, and the pain went with them.

“Right,” I growled, eyeing the water. “Let’s go get those fuckers!”


Chapter Thirty-Three

I trotted off at a steady stride, Achilles scanning the water and surrounding hills for any sign of danger or prey as I luxuriated in the lack of pain.

In the process, I glanced down, snorting in tired amusement at the state of me. My body was healed already, the injuries seemingly having been banished into memory. My skin felt no different from other skin on either side of the now-vanished wounds, yet…

One set of evidence remained.

My flight suit was even more horrifically damaged now; torn, burned, ripped, scratched, scoured, bitten, all of that and more.

The trip through the water then walking back had changed the uniform from the simple black and gray that I’d mostly managed to return it to on the hilltop after regaining consciousness earlier into a smeared mess of mud and blood. Again.

“Can you repair my flightsuit?” I asked Achilles after a few seconds, suddenly remembering what he was and what he’d said he could do.

Of course.

“Oh, thank god.” I grinned. No more worry about my pecker falling out mid-fight and being torn off by a monster or…

But it would be pointless.

“What? Why?” I asked, aghast.

Why repair a clearly unsuitable garment instead of replacing it with something more appropriate?

“Such as?”

We are en-route to, we suspect, an alien habitation environment. It is logical to expect that they will have facilities for garments there, most likely several variants, ranging from local working outfits to inter-orbit emergency equipment.

“Spacesuits,” I mumbled, nodding.

Exactly. Should they have these, we can scan the facilities and take the appropriate sections, then construct you a new garment more appropriate to the environment.

“Okay, that makes sense, I guess.” That left me back to worrying that I was going to fall out of a hole as I walked. The damp, and cool breeze did nothing for my self-confidence.

It took nearly forty minutes before we found the second ambush predator, another of the river creatures, this time wider and seemingly larger. But the scan picked it out as a level two for some reason.

Ambush Predator:

Unknown ambush predator, locally adapted, enhanced.

Estimated Gain: 60-80

Threat index: 2

Viable Target Species

“You updated the estimated gain based off the last one,” I pointed out and got a sense of agreement. “So, why the low overall threat index?”

Are you planning on wading into the river and facing it at close range?

“Well no, I was going to…” I lifted my hand and waved it, closing my fist and opening it again.

Exactly, hence it is no longer a threat in the same way. Should you intend on a close-range, face-to-face fight, I will adjust the threat to a six.

“Why?” I started to ask, only to be cut off.

You left the shiv behind.

“Fucker!” I growled as the ripples that shuddered out from the submerged predator commenced in earnest as it heard me. “Oh, you want some?” I asked in a low voice, reaching out my hand and… fuck all happened.

Remember, slow is smooth; smooth is fast.

“Yeah, yeah.” I muttered, taking a deep breath and closing my eyes, gathering myself. That calm sense of emotionless, selfless space awaited me, the oneness with the world around me. Then I reached out, closing my fist, and my mental grasp around the creature tightened as it suddenly began to thrash in the water.

I raised it in one smooth motion, unhurriedly lifting it into the air as it panicked and twisted around and around in the cage of gravity.

Sensing the rapidly draining power that I had access to, I held it above the water as the nanites burned through a store of energy. I grunted, closing my fist.

The creature burst, slime and acidic filth squirting out like a toddler with a handful of jam. Then I flipped it over, slamming it into the riverbank, dragging it uphill toward me, scraping the acidic mess off before dropping to one knee by it and sinking my teeth in as I began to feed.

It was that easy.

A handful of minutes later, I stood, reading the options and sinking twenty of the sixty-seven points I’d gained into the system activation.

I was about to feed the remaining forty-seven points into the arm when the world twisted and rolled again. Up became down, and down became left. Right was entirely lost, sounds crashed in on me, overwhelming then vanishing as if I’d gone entirely deaf. I dropped to my hands and knees, staring in shock at the ground before me, as I vomited a thin bile up, my stomach heaving.

We are experiencing unexpected side effects of system activation… please wait. Achilles said in my mind, sounding annoyed. I vomited over and over before falling sideways, my last conscious thought for a while being that I was glad I’d managed to avoid the mess of vomit.

Systems flashed and died, tremors running up and down my arms, a prickling sensation racing through me. My brain felt like ants were crawling across it, and yet… as the seconds passed, the colors of the world that surrounded me grew brighter. My trembling muscles gave one last shudder, then settled. Sounds grew louder and more distinct as my ears settled with a pop, as if having traveled through a high-pressure zone.

My entire body seemed to adjust as a new screen flowed into my vision, making me stare in shock.

	Designation: AJAX
	Species: Humanoid Clone	Nanite Clusters Available: 47
	Stat	Current points	Description	Effect	Cost to Upgrade
	Agility	4	Governs movement and stability	No Bonus	100
	Charisma	5	Overall attractiveness and likelihood of others to respond to you positively	No Bonus	100
	Constitution	3	Physical health and survivability	No Bonus	100
	Dexterity	5	Governs your natural ability to manipulate and integrate with items	No Bonus	100
	Endurance	5	Governs your physical stamina and personal fortitude	No Bonus	100
	Intelligence	7	A general breakdown of intelligence and the ability to apply it	No Bonus	100
	Perception	5	The ability to observe important details and their meanings	No Bonus	100
	Strength	3	Physical strength and the ability to inflict close range melee damage.	No
Bonus
	100
	Wisdom	7	The capacity to use intelligence, and to extrapolate data, making its relevance to the situation clear	No Bonus	100
						


I scanned over the text, frowning and trying to make sense of it all. Yeah, sure, most of it was pretty self-explanatory, but it all came with additional information that seemed to seep through as I focused on things, like that my perception was higher because I needed it as a pilot.

I could focus on seemingly minor details at range and build upon them, using all the data that I had to extrapolate a situation, much like when the fleet had been hiding in ambush.

Now, I looked at that and wondered. After all, I’d been shit at noticing things so far, or had I been?

I sat up, coughing and wiping at my mouth, lifting my face to the drizzling heavens and opening wide.

The rain was too little, really, and I forced myself to my feet, walking down to the river’s edge and lowering my face to the rushing water. Dipping my head under, I took a mouthful, swishing it around and spitting it back out before risking an actual drink.

It tasted weirdly metallic, but not too bad beyond that, I guessed, taking another long drink then leaning back, sitting on the edge of the water and staring in as I thought about the details.

My strength, constitution, and agility were shit, and…

+1 added to all stats upon full activation

That notification had been behind the stats, and I quickly pulled them back up, staring at them in hope before grumbling under my breath as I saw that it’d been added already.

I paused, then stared at the figures again in earnest. My strength and constitution had been fucking TWO before I activated the system.

That seemed insane; a score that low would mean… I grimaced, realizing that actually, it meant nothing at all. I had no way of measuring what the actual difference between these scores and anyone else were.

Hell, I was a clone, one who probably had genetic advantages over the natural humans, thanks to my genes being scrubbed.

So regular humans were lower in stats than me?

“Hey Achilles, in comparison, are natural…”

Natural humans are genetically predisposed to lower numbers than you, but have had access to functional nanites their entire lives. You have the potential to surpass them, both naturally and with nanite boosting, but as you stand?

Extrapolating from data in your memories and the little information we have in the older, damaged nanites, I can assume that a boosted and trained human, such as a marine, would have all their figures in the double digits at least.

“Double…” I groaned, looking at the stats before me. I could already feel the difference now that I was looking, physically at least, feeling the strength that flowed through me, the ease as I drew in a deeper breath.

If this change was all from the addition of a single point, what the hell would it be like to literally triple all my current stats? The thought of what a fully boosted, trained marine in power armor would be capable of?

Shit.

I was unarmed, badly injured, and had survived losing a fucking arm before I’d even met the predators of this world, and I’d still been killing the fuckers.

I was starting to get a vague idea of why the rest of the cosmos seemed to be shit scared of our species and why the fallen would want us as tame shock troops.

I straightened up, banishing the screen as something to review when I had a roof over me, and hopefully—as my stomach rumbled—some food in my belly.

“How far to the habitat?” I asked, looking about and shivering despite myself. The sun was dipping again: another day lost here, and with the end of the day came the cold.

Approximately two miles.

“If we go direct? Head up and over the hills rather than weaving in and out, following the rivers?”

That’s direct.

“Dammit, fine.” I growled, realizing I’d spent far more time following the rivers than I should have. A tiny dot lit up in my vision, indicating something through the middle of the hill to my left. “What the…”

Directional indicator. Achilles informed me smugly. Now that the base systems are fully active, I can do slightly more than before.

“Such as?” I asked, wondering how the hell I ended up with the first goddamn smug AI in history, in my goddamn head!

Basic scanning, target location and allocation, improvements to aim and system integration, basic hacking and infiltration, research and development, interception of communications…

“Seriously?” I asked, stunned, as I jogged up the hill, heading in the direction indicated. “Uh… research and development, tell me about that.”

You asked about powered armor. I can form a highly limited form of that even now, bar the fact that we would need an order of magnitude more nanites to maintain it, as well as a power source.

“And the research?”

To put it simply, I can now begin to figure that out. How to make the armor, how to enhance it, how to integrate additional armor plates, all of it. It would simply take time and resources.

“What resources?”

Power, technology, and nanites. Find me a basic weapon schematic or something similar, and I can research it over a set time period, adjusting it to work with the limited resources we have. Then when I’m done? I could generate the weapon, adding it into the overall structure we form, such as embedding it into the new upgradable arm.

“Okay, that makes sense. Why does it cost nanites and power?”

I need to design and build prototypes, run tests, et cetera. The majority of the time, you would be unaware of them; for example, a tiny barrel spinning up then collapsing again as you sleep while I test theories. Should I need input, or be about to do something that would be noticeable, I would, of course, inform you.

“Thanks, I think.” I muttered, picking up speed, running up onto the top of the hill, then down the far side, glorying in the feel of basically being healthy, no pain, my body responding so easily as… “Uh, you’ve reactivated the nerves in my shins, right?” I asked.

Affirmative, all nervous systems are fully active.

“Oh this is just sweet.” I jogged across the top of the next hill then down the far side in silence, wondering at the weirdness of literally dozens of hills in a few miles of land. Leaping across the river as I reached it, I sprinted full speed up the next hill, repeating the process several times.

On the top of the latest hill, I slowed, staring through the darkness. The lightning had moved into the far distance and no longer illuminated the target area as it had been.

I frowned as I searched, the dot highlighted, but something felt wrong. Instincts forged in the fires of stellar combat, where a split second’s hesitation translated into becoming a smear of atoms, were suddenly screaming as I twisted and ran sideways, unsure as to why I was doing it.

I made it a half dozen steps before a sudden pulse flooded the hilltop. A light flashed across my vision before a scrambled wash of data hit me, making me howl and fall to the ground, grabbing at my head.

I hit the wet ground, rolling, crying out as a massive, radiant energy pulse ran through me, sending me literally screaming in agony. Achilles howled along with me, even as a fresh pulse flashed across my vision.

This time I saw it, a shift in my vision as Achilles frantically tried to compensate, to block the pulse out, and I saw the path of the directed beam.

I forced myself to my feet, stumbling forward, picking up speed as I tried to outrun it. Hands clutching my head, I staggered, trying to escape the terrible attack. As I followed it, my gaze reached the top of the path and picked out the elven howler. It was outlined by the data stream, hovering a half-mile away, cannons locked onto me. Its tracking systems engaged as the railguns spun up, my death coming.


Chapter Thirty-Four

A single shot rang out across the intervening distance, slamming into the top of the hill a handful of meters ahead of me. The railgun’s horrific velocity made what was most likely a small, entirely inert slug detonate as if it’d been stuffed full of high explosives as it impacted. A great fountain of earth flew up and made me fling myself aside.

I landed, rolling, and screamed as a second howler locked on, their targeting scanners scrambling my brain as something in the frequency interacted with Achilles.

Seconds passed like months, hot wetness running down over my lips, my nose, mouth and ears all bleeding as I tore at my skin, reduced to the level of an animal, before something nearby changed, the signals blinking off in an instant.

The sudden cessation of pressure, of the scrambling force on my brain, like a blender that had been switched from full to off, suddenly vanished, and I collapsed, stunned, my skull feeling like it was hundred times too large, my brain rattling around inside like a walnut in a jet exhaust… and then they were there.

I stared up blearily, seeing a figure standing over me, long limbs, a faint glow coming from a faceplate high up from where I knelt. A thin line of identifying alien script ran across his chest, shimmering in my vision.

“Elven… power armor?” I mumbled.

A look of fury crossed the elf’s face as he leaned in, said something in his language that I couldn’t make out for the ringing in my ears, then slammed the butt of a rifle into my face.

I hit the ground hard, my head bouncing off a rock and stunning me even further, I reached upward, left-handed, or left-armed, I supposed. The twin shattered sections of my cybernetic attempt at an arm were quickly batted aside. A massive, armored boot slammed down on it, pinning it to the ground as the imposing figure shouted something else at me.

I coughed blood, spat it out and stared up at it, twin beams of light activating on its armor as it looked down at me, illuminated in the dark. Others streamed past it, spreading out to search the area, presumably for any companions. The lights on their suits powered up and bathed the filthy, muddy hilltop in bright light.

It barked something down at me again, grinding its boot on my battered metal arm, and I snarled, the innate ‘fuck you all’ our species was famed for coming to the fore as I grabbed the barrel of the massive rifle, as it was pointed at me face.

I tried to drag myself up, using it, but the boot on my other side held me pinned, as Achilles suddenly spoke up.

Get me into the armor! His voice had gone from generally amused, sometimes robotic and disinterested, or cheering me on, into full of fury. They don’t get to treat us like we’re nothing!

“You’ll regret that…” I hissed at the power armored figure, trying to drag myself up again, feeling Achilles pouring himself along the inside of my right arm, building up enough of a mass to be able to…

PAIN!

We were slammed with another targeting pulse, sending us onto our back, screaming in agony as we clutched at our head, our pain removing all barriers between us as we screamed in unison, before it cut off again.

The boot moved, lifting from our arm, and I rolled, planting one foot and popping to my feet, weaving and staggering, as I saw three of the figures before me, the rifle levelled unerringly at my heart, and I spat blood onto the floor and glared at the fucker.

I was going to…

WHAM!

A second rifle was slammed into my head from behind, sending me flying forwards, hitting the ground, stunned, before a boot slammed into my stomach, sending me flying sideways, ribs cracking under the force.

I heard shouting, voices raised, but it was all a mass of garbled noise. I was laid on my side, I realized, blinking in pain as I gasped, unable to draw a deep and full breath, the taste of more blood in my mouth letting me know, as the pain in my chest confirmed, I had at least one shattered rib now puncturing my lung.

Every breath was accompanied by a bubbling gurgle, the lung steadily deflating, and yet…

If I was dead, if all of this was for nothing, then fuck it.

“Gravity… weapon…” I managed to gasp out, and I felt the sudden agreement of Achilles.

It required a blow.

Our joint rage would be satisfied with nothing else, we knew, as I forced myself to one knee, coughing more blood onto the floor, as additional voices rose around us.

I heard them all, and I dismissed them, the musical fluting of the elven language meaningless to me, as consumed with rage as I was.

I forced myself to my feet, hearing the gasps of those around me, as the lights moved back, outlining me as I swayed.

The one who’d hit me first, the shitbiscuit who’d stood over me, grinding his boot into my arm, stepped forwards, sweeping an unarmored figure aside, ignoring her complaints.

Other voices rose as well, and I dismissed them all, the unarmored figures around the outside seemed to be begging for restraint, for patience, but the power suited individuals were in command here, and they hated me with a passion.

So be it, I thought, the feeling was fucking mutual.

I lifted my right hand, and pointed at the figure as it stepped forward, then curled my fingers in a clear ‘come on motherfucker, let’s have it’.

They snorted, lifting their rifle over their shoulder and onto their back, the massive railgun clicking into its magnetized holder with a sound like the closing of the gates of hell.

They stepped forwards, laughing at me, then let loose with a snap kick, aimed at my knee.

It’d have shattered the kneecap easily… had it landed.

Basic hand to hand combat was a part of the training we all had at the academy, and while some of the memories that had been unlocking of late, they had more than a little additional training included with them.

I sidestepped and slapped downward, triggering the gravitational projector. Slamming a directed pulse of gravity into their knee, I catapulted it down and backward at tremendous speed.

The elven trooper had expected my to limb snap like a twig and hadn’t braced properly.

Instead, their leg whipped downward, their heel digging into the ground. I spun, building momentum, then backhanded their visor, my fist clenched and the gravitational projector delivering all the force I could manage.

The massive power armor-suited figure seemed almost to flip backward, hitting the ground on their back, cracks covering their visor. The trooper inside lay stunned and barely conscious as I leaped at them, landing on their chest and drawing back. I was about to land the final punch, well aware they’d shoot me once I’d killed this asshole, but…

They triggered the targeting scanners again instead, tearing my mind apart with the overlapping agony. I swayed, howling, the world multiplying into a dozen different versions as additional systems locked onto me, Achilles screaming in agony.

Then I was smashed from atop the trooper, hitting the ground and bouncing, a new figure landing atop me in full power armor, their insane physical weight pinning me down as bones began to break. Tendons tore, and I glared up at them, momentarily shielded from the scanners by their body.

Achilles commenced pointing out the weaknesses, the blind spots, the places where the armor couldn’t move. I triggered the projector again, feeling the world around me as I crushed the armor’s power cell, sending it into uncontrolled meltdown.

The trooper was kneeling over me, their face twisted in fury, when the almond-shaped eyes I’d once found so captivating in their race suddenly flared wide open in horror. They stared down at me in shock as I grinned.

A voice called out from the side, pleading with the troopers to be careful, that I might not be their enemy… I disagreed.

They were thrown sideways as I triggered it again, blasting them aside, forcing myself to my knees, despite the agony. I reached out with my mind, triggering the projector again and again, railgun barrels crushing as they aligned on me.

I screamed in pain and roared with laughter. The pain and the sure knowledge of my incoming death sent me dancing along the edge of madness. I forced myself upright on broken legs, my right arm barely functional, my left even more mangled than normal.

My left lung had collapsed, and the right was fluttering wildly. I was barely able to draw down enough air to keep me alive, yet still, I resolved to go down fighting.

A sharp stabbing pain from behind sent me reeling forward, the jagged piercing sensation of the broken bones making me scream. Achilles also continued to howl in agony as the scanners locked on again.

The unarmored figure who had been pleading for calm, for restraint before, and she was holding… a rifle, something like a hunting model, but…

The world roared around me, tilting wildly… then everything went mad.

The world seemed to twist and buck, the lights of the power armor around me shifting spectrums, data streaming across my vision, pain ratcheting up then vanishing as my body went numb, and I was falling.

I bounced off the ground, the sudden absence of all pain a massive relief, yet, from what seemed like miles away, Achilles was still there, screaming over the intrusive scanners.

The soldier in power armor kneeled next to me, the shattered visor marking it as the first fucker. They grabbed my right hand, dragging it forward, planting it flat on the ground by my face.

He paused, making it clear that he was checking whether I was still aware… then out came the blade.

The elven bastard slammed a massive knife, something that could have been used to hunt fucking dinosaurs, into my wrist. They hacked my hand free clumsily, the screams of others on the hilltop rising at the brutality. The trooper shouted something at them, reaching down and yanking my severed hand free, then tossing it to someone.

I stared, numb yet horrified at the loss of my hand, even though I felt no pain. The electronic barrage cut off as the figure crouched down, their visor hinging open so that they could look me in the eye.

“Traitor to your species, be thankful others are here. Or we would have made your end painful for your crimes.” He spat. I stared up at him as Achilles seemed to shout to me from the distance.

The nanites flowed across the wound on the stump of my hand, sealing it before it could drain me of life.

“He has… nanites?” The trooper growled, straightening up and rising to his feet. “He has nanites! Get him back to the base!” He reached down and grabbed me by the back of my flight suit, or the remains of it, anyway, Tearing a dart free and dumping it on the floor before me, he made it clear that the unarmored one earlier must have shot me with it.

He lifted me easily, stomping forward with me dangling from one hand. A third craft, one I’d not seen before, but had presumably been their transport, flared its wings, coming in for a landing.

I hung there, limp, and watched the wide craft numbly, trying to summon interest in it as the belly opened, a pair of elves running down a shallow ramp with a floating bed between them.

I was dumped, roughly and face-first, into the bed, the unarmored pair hissing something at the trooper as they tried to shift me into a more comfortable position before being roughly shoved back.

I was dragged around and dropped onto my back, bands lifting and crossing over my chest, legs and arms, supposedly in response to commands they’d enacted, drawing tight and locking me in place.

A mask was pressed against my face, the edges of it sealing to my flesh and holding tight as a bright blue light poured over me, making Achilles snarl.

“Retract your nanites or have them cleansed.”

I stared up at the trooper, a fresh clarity starting to rise in me as Achilles attempted to purge me of the drugs… only to have one of the elven unarmored people lean in, deliberately getting into my line of sight and drawing my attention.

“The transport cradle will neutralize any live nanites that are external to you. Those currently covering any wounds will be treated as a contagion and destroyed. If you have any control over the nanites, please internalize them; we will seal your wounds.”

I stared at her, seeing the grim determination on her face, but no hatred, unlike the way the trooper watched me. I closed my eyes, well aware there was no fucking way I was getting out of this right now. I guessed that admitting I had some control over the nanites was better than losing them all.

Are you sure? Achilles asked me, clearly having been monitoring the conversation, even as he fought against whatever they were doing with the blue light.

“Retract,” I gasped.

Achilles pulled the nanites back, absorbing them into me. Blood jetted out of my severed wrist, the nerves there suddenly becoming active as I hissed in pain. before someone used a spray. Injectors slid out of recessed ports in the transport cradle and punched into me, the air filled with the hisses of pressurized systems as they kicked in and forced their drugs into me.

I felt like I was falling down a tunnel. The world I knew loomed suddenly high above me, and I was falling farther away, sound dopplering as I fell. All sensations of my body vanished, as Achilles, somehow next to me now, rather than inside, spoke the words for both of us.

“Fuck you all; you don’t know what you’ve done…We Will Rise.”


Chapter Thirty-Five

I had no idea how long I was out, but when I eventually woke up, I lay on my back in a large glass room. The bed under me was comfortable and cushioned, with a blanket drawn up to my chest and a series of technological artifacts around the room beeping and flashing cheerfully.

The walls were mainly glass. Metal of some sort ran around the base, the glass rising to the ceiling from about six inches up and the same at the top. The roof seemed to be a solid section of glass as well, with people walking around it and looking down at me.

The room beyond the glass walls appeared to be a research outpost. People were walking back and forth, consulting screens and arguing over details with at least a dozen watching me. There were cameras and scanners mounted all around, and they were pointed at me unerringly, with four elven troopers in full power armor watching me, rifles at the ready.

“Ajax, are you awake?” A male voice rang out, the slight crackle before it began making it clear it was coming through a speaker system. I blinked, frowning as I sat upright, my body aching. “Hello Ajax, can you hear me?”

“Achilles,” I croaked, then swallowed, trying to moisten my mouth. “Achilles, are you there?”

Silence.

“Ajax, is that your name?” The voice rang out again. “Your flight suit had the remains of your identity on it: Ajax Drakos of the Spirit of Humanity? Was that your ship?”

“My name is Ajax Drakos, Flight Leader and pilot, my ID is… my ID…” I hesitated, confused as I tried to remember it. I should know it, I should…

I’d never needed to give it before.

I realized suddenly that the memory of the information I was required to share, name, rank and military ID had come from one of the older memories, not one of mine.

“Thank you, Pilot Drakos. Do you know where you are?”

“Kepler-452b,” I whispered before swallowing again, an awful taste lingering in my mouth as I licked my lips. I glanced down at my hand, or where my hand had been.

It was gone, a nub of synth skin covering the end of my wrist. To the left, the top half of the replacement arm was there still, but it’d been cut away an inch past the nanite bulge, a mass of rubberized material wrapped around it to make sure it couldn’t be used as a weapon.

“That’s correct. Do you remember how you ended up here?”

“You cut my fucking hand off.” I whispered, staring at it.

“You attacked a trooper.”

“They attacked me! I didn’t…”

“You were ordered to stop; you attacked them, and…”

“Get fucked.” I snapped grimly, looking down at my hand as the silence stretched out.

“Ajax, do you remember me?” A new voice, this one female, came on. I shook my head, not looking up. “I’m here Ajax, to your right.”

I glanced over, despite myself, seeing the female elf who had been trying to calm things down, and who…

“You shot me.” I grunted.

“I tranquilized you,” she corrected. “We were hunting for a creature that had eliminated a family unit, believing it was a saurian that had been advanced by the nanites in the wild, when we found you. You were wearing items taken from the family unit. Do you remember them?”

“Four of them.” I muttered. “There were four.”

“Yes. Did you kill them?” She asked carefully.

“One of them,” I admitted, not seeing any point in denying it. “The biggest. I found the bodies of the others, took weapons from one, and the big one thought I’d killed them, then he attacked me.”

“So it was self-defense?” She asked.

“I tried to calm it down.” I muttered, remembering the rage and pain in the creature’s eyes, and that it’d been convinced I’d killed its kids. “It… it went mad, attacked me.”

“We haven’t found the bodies yet; could you tell us where you found them?”

“No.”

“Ajax, I’m trying to help you, to prove that you’re not the vicious animal our troopers and others believe you are, if you could tell us where the bodies are…”

“No.” I repeated, glaring at her. “I’m not saying I wouldn’t help, I can’t, I don’t know where the hell they were. They were in the forest, that’s all I know.”

“Which forest, the…”

“The one that looks like the trees are all dead. The spores from the flowers cover everything, and…”

“The Forest of Bone,” she whispered. “You found them in the Forest of Bone?”

“Whatever you call it.” I grunted, uncaring.

“Your nanites, did they counter the spores? Is that how you survived?”

“I didn’t have…” I shut my mouth, frowning. I didn’t know these fuckers, beyond that they’d mutilated me; why the hell was I sharing shit with them?

I glanced around, seeing a connection that led from my right shoulder back and into the bed, a steady flow of a fluid entering me. A drug. They were clearly drugging me, and I couldn’t feel or hear Achilles.

I bit down on the tube, and before they could stop me, yanked it free, spitting it out of my mouth and hissing at the sharp pain and the bloom of blood I could see from the exposed vein.

“Ajax no!” The voice was panicked. “Please, we… I mean you no harm! You’re the first of your people that we’ve managed to capture alive; please, please talk to us! Tell us why you attacked us, tell us what we can do to end this, we have no quarrel with you!”

I looked over at her despite myself, seeing the desperation on her face, the way the rest of the researchers had all stopped. Everyone was watching me, and as I turned slowly, I saw that it was the same everywhere I looked. Dozens of people, all elves, were staring at me.

“Please! We have already reported your capture to the human fleet. They are sending forces to take you back for interrogation, but we’re on the edge here! We’ve been raided by your fleet twice now, and yet we’ve done nothing! We were allies, we were friends, and yet you…”

“Raided?” I asked, confused.

“Yes! Your fleet raided the orbital shipyards, capturing the ships that were in orbit and trapping those who survived your initial attack here. Then you raided us for technology, bombing the capital city, destroying the shields.”

“City?” I whispered. “This… this is Kepler-452b, isn’t it?”

“Yes. Carambit’s Landing was hit by a tactical warhead from orbit. Over twelve million were killed, and you damn well fired it!”

A new voice rang out. One of the power armored troopers shifted their feet and glared at me as they went on. “I was on the outside of the city. I was there when the shields fell, and the nanite-enhanced beasts rolled in. Of the sixteen million inhabitants, there are less than two hundred thousand now.

“All of those losses, because you what? You thought you should be in charge? You thought that because you’re a race of vicious apes, you deserved to rule? That we should roll over and obey you?”

“No,” I whispered, shaking my head. “Kepler-452b is abandoned. It was a research outpost, a world that was one of the original attempts at our races working together. It was abandoned when you attacked us…” I hesitated, trailing off, frowning as I looked down at the thin rivulet of blood that was running down my chest from the anchor point for the drugs.

“It was one of the first worlds, and yes, it was a research outpost, but that was over a hundred years ago. Carambit’s Landing was built from the Carambit, the colony ship that landed here six years after the initial wave was proved successful,” the female voice replied, sounding equally confused.

“Ajax… what year do you think this is?” She asked after a few seconds, a fresh hush spreading in the background. I frowned, trying to work it out. It hadn’t been important, the date, but we all knew the date of the betrayal, 2722/08/11, it’d been nine months or so since then, and yet…

I’d been a pilot for two years, but I remembered the twenty-seven-hundred celebrations, the turn of the century.

I didn’t remember it, no… no that wasn’t right, I realized. I remembered flying on the morning after the parties, though, the blur of a battle with the fallen on the morning of the new century, and yet… I wasn’t old enough for that.

It all came crashing in, the drugs making me face it all, the memories pushing atop one another. I collapsed back, wrapping my arm around my head. I shook and started to weep as the final proof I’d been avoiding stood up in my mind and showed itself.

I didn’t need anything else, not to know that beyond any reasonable doubt, my memories weren’t my own. Everything that made me who I was, all of it, all of it was built atop the foundation of others, others who were long dead, having been murdered to get the memories I now possessed.

I’d focused on getting through, on the next step, the next target, then the next meal. I’d hidden from it, deliberately burying the feelings.

The version of me that had first climbed to the stars in the very first prototype paladin, that had led the fight against the fallen, was long dead.

The version of me that remembered standing at the front of the dais as I was handed my first rank epaulettes was dead.

The version of me that had screamed through the night sky, pursued by fallen fighters over the sky of some unknown rock… that had shot them down one by one, until it was them in full panicked retreat… all of that, I’d never done.

I was a child, no, I wasn’t even a toddler I was less than a year old, and everything that made me, me, had been spoon-fed to me by my enemies.

I was a puppet, one that had lived with the fallen’s hand rammed firmly up my arse guiding me to fight my people, to murder and maim, while better humans and our allies died under my fire.

I curled into a ball, shutting down and turning my back on the world as I wept like the small child I’d never been.

Hours passed in that state of catatonia, tears running down my face as voices rang out, trying to get a response from me. The woman had stopped, but the troopers didn’t. They told me everything, everything we, the fleet of humanity, had done to them.

The sylph, a race of tree-loving nymphs, were known to be astoundingly gifted crafters of wooden wonders, the architects of the massive elven treeships. They had migrated a tiny fraction of their population to Earth to bond with our trees and help us to clear the poisoned atmosphere from the years of pollution.

We’d been warned about the tortures the elves inflicted on our fellows, men and women who had been shot down and captured. But she’d said they’ve never captured any of us. Achilles had said there was a bomb in my back, and they’d confirmed it, but hadn’t dared touch it for fear it’d explode, not knowing Achilles had already deactivated it.

The troopers had told me about the sylph, about the bombardment of their world, and that four months ago, my fleet had rendered the surface of that world to glass.

I remembered it, that was the worst thing. I’d fought in that fight, shooting down howlers and sleek darts that had been defending the world, clearing the skies for the fleet to move in and glass it in retribution for their attacks.

Since then, though… I knew now that there’d been no attack on Earth, and that I was just a clone. Just a brain-raped copy of a human, fooled into slaughtering the innocent.

I’d spent my “life” believing we were doing the right thing. That we were heroes, that my friends who died in the fight were heroes that had laid down their lives to defend the innocent back on Earth.

We’d been shown vids of little boys and girls cheering us, of schools full of children screaming our names and standing at reverent attention as the rolls of those who had fallen in combat were read out.

All the time, it’d been fake.

Looking back at it, without the hormonal regulator making me compliant and easily fooled, the vids seemed poorly stitched together, obviously fake, and yet…

I desperately searched for any other reasons, any excuse, anything that would give me the slightest hope that all of this had been a mindfuck by the elves.

I knew it wasn’t, though.

I knew it.

“Achilles,” I whispered, my voice echoing and cutting off a trooper as they told of the terrible deeds of the fleet. “Where are you?” I whispered brokenly, my words magnified and repeated as a microphone of some kind picked them up and shared them.

“Who is Achilles?” the female elf asked gently. “A friend? A lover?”

“Nanites,” I whispered, uncaring.

“They… you speak to your nanites?” She sounded confused.

“He’s gone.”

“He… Ajax…” She broke off, clearly thinking, then spoke quickly. “Ajax, you’re in a null field. Any higher electronic systems are suppressed–if we shut that down, allowed you access to your nanites, would you talk to us? Answer our questions?”

Other voices around her rose in consternation and dissent. The troopers joined in as well, one pointing out the damage I’d managed to inflict, unarmed, with both legs, eleven ribs, and my skull and shoulder broken.

“He should have been dead; instead, he crushed the barrels of our guns, smashed systems, destroyed a power cell, and nearly killed Squad leader Jujinkai!”

“And he was brought down by scanners,” she pointed out grimly. “The very same scanners that you insisted we mount in the corners of the room.”

“Which you won’t activate!” the trooper snapped back.

“Because it’s pointless to try and question a dead man! You saw the damage they did to him! No, if I have to go to the Gardener herself, so help me, I will! You will all leave the room, we will have the scanners on him at all times, and we will give him a chance to speak to us. If that fails, if he attacks? We hit him with the scanners and seal him in there until the Retribution comes for him.”

“Retribution,” I whispered, the name sparking a memory. The massive bow of the ship bloomed in my mind as it nosed its way out of the shipyard’s slip, gleaming bright and freshly completed, armed to the teeth, insanely powerful.

Another memory, pulling up and flashing past it, my bombing run complete as the capital-class missiles detonated behind me, the nukes going off. Decus turned back to gain us some time, determined to fight until he died.

“You know that name?” she asked.

I nodded, shivering as I forced myself to sit upright, cursing as my fucking lost limbs made everything more difficult.

“I… I think I fought it.”

The sudden silence was deafening.


Chapter Thirty-Six

It had taken three hours for the necessary authorizations to be given, and the researchers who were standing about had more than tripled now. Others, clearly of high rank, judging from the entourages and the shiny shit on their armor and clothing, had come in as well. Several screens had been set up, and two human faces were plastered across them, one wearing a staff officer’s uniform, the other an admiral’s outfit. They were watching and seemingly confused to all shit when I tried to salute them with a missing hand.

They’d responded automatically, frowning at the instant response I had to them, the ingrained need to salute, showing I was in the ranks. As far as they knew, I shouldn’t be.

I’d had to accept the elves putting the drugs back in, after they’d explained it simply made me more talkative and inclined to be truthful, that was all.

I didn’t believe them, but I figured that Achilles would be able to counter it.

The troopers had left, a door opening in the wall behind me after many warnings that, if I tried to move when they passed, then they’d take it to be an attack and respond with deadly force.

I didn’t care.

I just wanted Achilles back.

Without Achilles, I was alone, buried in a research outpost. I’d finally had the time that I’d lacked before, distracted by the constant danger and battles, and now?

Now I just needed the only one I actually believed was even sort of on my side.

“Before we shut down the suppressors, I want to say it again, Ajax: if you attempt to use your nanites offensively, we will trigger the scanners. If you try to blow yourself up? The only result will be your death, as the shields are in place and ready. We can contain it; you won’t escape justice.”

“Just give me my fucking friend back,” I whispered, staring up at the ceiling and the dozens of people who stood on the floor above as well.

I’d been warned about the thickness of the holding cell, supposedly able to take on anything this planet and the universe, short of a nuke, could throw at it.

It was all meaningless.

After a few seconds, I felt the shift in the air, an almost unnoticeable buzz, only detectable now by its absence, had vanished, and after a few more seconds I felt the change.

Ajax…

“Oh thank fuck,” I whispered, ignoring the echo of my voice as it was repeated for those watching. “Achilles, you okay?”

I am… functional, even if only just. I sustained considerable damage in the fight, and have been forcibly suppressed. Where are we?

“Elven holding cell.”

They are aware of me?

“More or less.”

Do not respond clearly. Are they aware I am self-aware? Answer with yes, no or unknown. Do not elaborate.

“No.”

No. That’s good. Do they think I am aware at all?

“I told them you were my friend.”

I… thank you, Ajax. Yes, I am your friend and your companion, but they must know as little as possible. Do they think I’m an RI? A Restricted Intelligence system? Remember; yes, no, unknown.

“Unknown.”

“Ajax, you agreed to speak to us, so, now that…”

I detect foreign chemical influences in our system, and I am purging them now. Share as little information about me as possible, please. I will attempt to develop an antidote and a counter to the scanner issue. I suggest telling them I am an RI, as that will offer a limited answer to their questions.

“Yeah, I can do that,” I replied vaguely, answering them both and repeating the lie that he was such a system. “What do you want to know?” I asked after that. The woman nodded, seemingly satisfied, as she stood on the far side of the glass, a comms device held in one hand.

“Why did you attack us?” she asked next.

“We didn’t.” I whispered, then shook my head as she started to speak. “Look, this is going to take some time to explain, but we didn’t think we were…” I said softly, looking past the elves and locking eyes with the admiral on the screen.

“I woke up nine months ago, confused, injured, and the ship was on fire.”

Five hours later, I’d finally finished and was utterly exhausted. Additional elves had entered the room, plugging something new into the emergency ports in my side. After a brief second of pain, relief like nothing I’d experienced in as long as I could remember washed through me as my stomach was directly pumped full of actual food.

It was pureed, and I’d not tasted any of it. I had no hands for a start to be able to lift a spoon, but they’d clearly been feeding me while I was unconscious the same way, although seemingly very carefully and a lot less.

Now I was simply plugged into it and left to it I whispered my thanks.

“You understand this is an incredible story?” The admiral was a grim-faced older man with a salt and pepper beard and combed back hair, a Mediterranean tan, and a crisp blue and black uniform.

“I do, sir.”

“Well, the local elven contingent have confirmed some of your story, and I know I can confirm other parts,” he grumbled, shaking his head.

“Sir?” I groaned in question, forcing myself to sit back up, having slumped on the bed without knowing it. I went to scratch my chin, then lowered the stump of my right hand, grimacing.

“The attack on Retribution,” he clarified grimly. “Her bow is still being cut away here in the space dock. The entire forward third of my damn flagship was reduced to slag, and I damn well remember the ships that did it, not to mention the communications we intercepted.”

“Decus, one of my pilots, did he…” I asked desperately, a sudden wild hope rising, only to be snuffed out a second later.

“He was killed,” the admiral replied flatly, then sighed. “I’m sorry son. From the sound of things, you’ve been used even worse than we have by the fallen. You and your people may not be to blame for the things you’ve done, I understand that. You were duped, but still, you and your fleet are literally responsible for the deaths of billions.”

“We are, sir.” I admitted, tears pricking at my eyes. I was a war criminal worse than any we… my donors, not me, but still, worse than any of those named in the academy memories. Perhaps in the history of the galaxy.

“‘I didn’t know’ is no defense, sir. I’m well aware that, should I and my people be captured, the very best we can hope for is execution for our unwitting crimes.”

“We…” He broke off with a sigh. “You’re a hell of a pilot, son. I saw that myself. We broke the encryption on the communication fragments we managed to intercept. I know you believed you were acting in humanity’s best interest. Add to that, you were shot down on an alien world, and you’ve somehow survived with more broken bones than you should be capable of living through. You sacrificed your own damn arm to a carnivorous tree to gain an advantage, and you hunted your way across the planet, convincing the elven howlers that were sent to hunt you down that you’d perished.”

He looked to the side, clearly speaking to someone else, before the sound resumed.

“You’re a hell of a fighter, and if the rest of your shipmates are like you? It makes it clear why they’re as successful as they have been. I don’t like this. I don’t like it one bit, but the very best I can offer you, at this time at least, is a positive recommendation of leniency in the Court of War.”

“It’s more than I deserve, sir,” I whispered. “I weakened humanity’s forces in a war. I’ve personally eliminated dozens of our allies and aided our enemies as they sought to learn about our nanites.”

“The nanites,” one of the elven researchers interrupted quickly. “I’m sorry, Admiral Grey, but this is important. You said that you awoke aboard your ship with no nanites, Ajax, yet you have nanites now. Could you elaborate on that? You said that you were forced to feed…”

“I fed on the animals I defeated,” I repeated. “My nanites were inactive when I awoke, and the attempt at creating a new set of nanites…

Careful, I’ve weakened the drug they’re using on us, but can’t entirely eliminate it. Try not to expose us. Better we have a final option.

“Ajax?” the admiral asked after a second, and I cursed internally. I’d gone silent, and now they were suspicious.

“I’m sorry, sir,” I said quickly. “Since I arrived on the planet, I’ve been running and dealing with everything on the go. I had no time to truly look at the things I’ve done. Remembering that I fed on the animals is…” I shook my head.

“I understand, son. Answer the good doctor’s question, though, please,” he replied, sitting back and taking a sip from a small cup that someone off-camera set down for him.

“Yessir,” I replied, taking a deep breath and pretending to think. “The nanites they injected me with on the Spirit were designed to enable me to interact with my Paladin, to enable me to link with her and perform warp jumps as an individual jump-capable fighter, instead of in the carrier.”

“Can’t be done,” the human on the second screen said flatly. “We tried for seventy years. The systems needed to perform the calculations are too big, too power-intensive. No fighter, no matter how obsolete, could manage such a thing. Even…” His lips took on a derisive curl I took umbrage at.

“Actually,” I cut him off. “The last issue we faced was the nanite bonding. We couldn’t get the nanites to respond fully. We managed to upgrade my fighter to interact with my nanites, BAT and LENs.”

“You had the BAT and LENs setup?” he asked coldly. “What model?”

“BAT-21.” I replied.

“Shit, if it was really the twenty-one, then they captured that recently,” he said to someone off-screen. “They might have lied to him, but…”

“But why tell me the designation? They could have told me it was called fucking Keith, for all it mattered to me!” I snapped back. “Do you want to hear about the nanites or not?”

“Yes, go on please, son.” The admiral replied, holding one hand up to someone off-screen. The man on the other screen nodded and I made the connection.

They’re on the same ship… probably in the same room.

“Yeah,” I agreed aloud. “Anyway, the two types of nanites wouldn’t work. The original ones that our… donors? Anyway, the people who were cloned had nanites; we were awakened knowing that we should have the nanites, and…”

“Nanites respond to the user’s thoughts; they’d have done that to make sure that, if they activated on their own then, they’d be accepted,” the second man muttered, making notes.

“Peters,” the elven woman who appeared to be in local command said clearly.

“Uh, yes, Gardener?” he asked, eyes widening.

“Be silent, please. Thrice we have had the question asked, and you keep interrupting the answer. Mute yourself, leave, or otherwise be silent, but do not interrupt again.”

“Yes, Gardener,” he said quickly, bowing his head. “My apologies.”

“Proceed please, Ajax.” The Gardener said, inclining her head slightly toward me.

“Yes, Gardener.” I replied. I had only the vaguest understanding of the elven social and leadership structure, but the way everyone was acting around her, I guessed I’d better behave. “So, we had a small number of the original nanites, but they didn’t work. Then we were given the second set. Two of us received the new ones, and we were told that the old ones were replicating slowly in us. That might have been true; it might have been bullshit. I don’t know. Nothing worked, though, until I got shot down here.”

I went to disconnect the feeding tubes automatically, reaching for the port cutoffs, and broke off when I realized again that I had no fucking hand, gritting my teeth and forcing myself to go on.

“After I ate one of the creatures I killed, the nanites it had interacted with the ones I already had and it caused a chain reaction. The nanites started reacting to my needs, finally, and…”

I blew out a long breath. “Look, my life had gone to shit, all right? I’d started to figure out what the hell was going on, or what I thought was happening with the fleet. I was smashed into a tree, and something in my back broke. I went nuts, like seriously insane. I don’t remember much of it, but at the end? I knew something was wrong. After that, I started thinking a lot more clearly, and I guess I needed a friend.”

I glared at the elven troopers who were watching me, deliberately making myself look like I was excusing a breakdown. “I decided that my nanites were helping me, and I needed someone to talk to about all of it, about the shit that was happening. So I named my nanites Achilles and talked to them.”

“Do they talk back?” One of the researchers asked quickly.

“Not really. I think they’re a form of RI? Ummm, I mean a Restricted Intelligence? They don’t speak, but they try to follow my commands…” I said, slowly cursing that I’d still not managed to speak to Achilles in my head. He’d told me once that it was possible, but despite trying repeatedly, I’d had no luck so far.

“This is very important, Ajax.” Admiral Grey interrupted me. “You literally have three sets of competing nanites inside you, ones that are seemingly exceedingly sensitive to scanning, judging from the result on the hill when you were captured. If they are communicating with you, we must know.”

“Ummm, honestly, I don’t know?” I said, shrugging. “I thought there’d been something on the hill, right before the howler locked on, but I don’t know. Then the pain? They respond by doing what I want, sort of, rather than actually talking to me, I just get a sort of feeling like they’re listening, that’s all.”

“Perhaps a full purge?” Peters suggested.

The admiral gave a slow nod. “That may be for the best. If we purge his system and give him sanctioned nanites, at least we’d know for sure that the fallen haven’t managed to create a trojan horse.”

“I disagree.”

The Gardener’s words hung in the air for long seconds before she went on.

“The elves have been the most injured party by the rogue fleet, correct?”

“Well, the Sylph…” Peters started, before shutting his mouth with a snap at a sideways glance from the admiral.

Grey then looked back to Gardener, making a point of composing himself while reaching out and pressing a button on the desk in front of him.

“The Elven Alliance has indeed been the most injured party, Gardener, may I ask your intentions?” he replied formally to her as Peter’s screen was cut off entirely.

“I would adopt this one,” she said simply, nodding to me.

Then the room went absolutely fucking nuts.


Chapter Thirty-Seven

“Gardener!” One of the elven troopers was the loudest in his protestations. “We can’t trust it! It’s a fallen spy, it’s obvious it’s…”

“Gardener! He’s a member of an alien race!”

“He could be filled with explosives, for all we know!”

“We can’t scan him without killing him, so how would we know…”

“He’s a human!”

“No human has ever…”

“They’re murderers!”

The room had descended into chaos, and I sat there stunned in the middle of it, staring at the Gardener, who watched me with a faint smile on her face.

She was tall, her skin dusky, and her eyes almond-shaped. The bright blue of her iris seemed almost to glow as she watched me, ceremonial seeming robes draped comfortably to the ground as she waited.

I wasn’t sure I’d heard right. This woman, this elf, wanted to give me a chance? I felt a sudden surge of hope and practically latched onto the faint smile as a sign of her being kind and good… I hoped.

“Gardener, I respect your claim in this, but may I ask for clarification of your intentions?” Admiral Grey said formally, his volume clearly boosted to carry over the local argument. “While Ajax is not a member of my fleet, he was created in our image, from our DNA. He has human memories, and…”

He broke off, rubbing his chin and clearly thinking hard before he went on.

“Gardener, Ajax is human. He may have been cloned, as opposed to naturally born, but he is human and has been taught that he is a member of the human fleet. It was made clear previously that as such, the empire would have claim over him and his kind.”

“I believe my intention was clear. This one is a fighter beyond compare. Many of our own troops have been lost in the Forest of Bone in full, powered armor. This one not only survived his crash landing, losing limbs along the way, but still managed to defeat elite warriors who were fully expecting to face serious opposition. They were, as your culture calls it, ‘loaded for bear.’

“He managed, unarmed, with multiple broken bones, a missing left arm, and on the verge of starvation, to fight multiple troopers off.” She broke off to nod to one of the troopers to one side as he tried to speak up. “Yes, Jujinkai, I fully agree that you would have won eventually. Yes, your squad would have emerged triumphant. But can you say, in all honesty, that with similar injuries, you would have acquitted yourself as well?”

“They are animals, vicious!” the squad leader growled, wide-eyed.

“Gardener, I’d need to refer to someone higher for this.” The admiral groaned, rubbing at his temples.

“Not so, Admiral. When criminals have broken the law, they are dealt with by the offended party. As Ajax has never sworn the oaths of allegiance…”

“Is that true?” he asked, glancing at me.

I hesitated, vaguely remembering references to the oaths. I remembered seeing it mentioned in text, and…

“No,” I said after a few seconds of silence. “No. I remember references, but I never took the oath.”

“Then he is no warrior of the imperium,” Gardener said with finality. “Instead, he and the others of his group are criminals. As the most injured party, the elven alliance lays claim to them.”

“I…” Admiral Grey broke off, clearly considering it, then he muted himself and spoke quickly to someone off-camera before coming back.

“I accept your interpretation, with one provision…”

“Go on.”

“We have equal access to any technological or strategic knowledge gained from the criminals.”

I winced at the phrasing, my stomach twisting as I likely lost a massive degree of security as the empire disavowed me.

“We agree, happily,” Gardener said, smiling and inclining her head before lifting a hand to the trooper who had complained.

“Humanity is closer to their base instincts, it's true, but we value our allies for that, as well as many other reasons. Yes, as I said, you would have prevailed, but your detachment was already under-strength, thanks to the local situation. Emotional reasons aside, can you say logically that co-opting this human into our ranks would not make our forces stronger?”

“The risk…”

“Is manageable,” Gardener overruled in a soothing voice, turning back to me. “Ajax, your life in the Human Imperium is, by political and public necessity, forfeit. Would you serve the Elven Alliance to make up for your crimes? Would you bite the hand of your own creators? Knowing that, again, by necessity, you would be forced to accept a tracking and execution device being implanted?”

I can bypass that.

“I would,” I said without hesitation. I’d been expecting to be told I was to be put to death, so to be given the chance to fight the fallen? Fuck yes.

“Then I formally adopt you as clanless and invite you to join the fight against your former masters.” Gardener said with a faint smile. “As we cannot scan you without killing you, you must accept the tracker and execution device. I regret this, but should you prove yourself, perhaps one day, they may be removed.”

“I understand,” I said, already making plans to make damn sure that Achilles removed the fucker at the earliest opportunity.

“You said that you had a device in your back… Aleesa?” The Gardener looked to her left, and the female researcher who I thought had darted me stepped up, nodding.

“We noted the device in the small of his back; it was detectable by pressure and localized examination, but we dared not scan it.”

“I can remove it,” I said loudly, drawing every eye again.

“How?” Aleesa asked carefully.

“Well, I’ll need a ‘hand’.” I held my stump up and tried for a joke, grinning weakly before letting the attempt wither. “Seriously, it broke during the fight. It just needs to be cut out. Literally. Either you need to give me a hand or a shit load of nanites, and I’ll regrow one.”

“And the device?”

“I’ll cut it out.”

“Of yourself? With your bare fingers?” Jujinkai asked skeptically.

“No, I was planning on pulling that stick out of your arse and using that,” I growled before taking a deep breath, blowing it out slowly, and fixing him with a look. “Jujinkai, right? Look, I’m trying to survive here. Your people are obviously worried about cutting what might be a bomb out of my back. Give me the chance to regrow the hand that you cut off, and I’ll remove it myself.”

“We have the hand,” Aleesa cut in.

“What?”

“Your hand. You had embedded a crude gravitational device in it and were using that to fight, although we have been unable to identify its design or control mechanisms. We have been examining it, keeping it in temperatures that prevented decay.

“Give it to me,” I said flatly. “I think I can…”

I can reattach it.

“I can maybe reattach it?” I tried, wincing and wondering how much I’d just given away about the control I had over my nanites.

“I think it would be unwise to provide you with a weapon we do not currently understand. You received it from the fallen?” Aleesa asked carefully.

“No, I started to use the gravity ability in the last few hours before I faced you. It was something that I developed here. The nanites…”

“The evolving strain,” another researcher interrupted, stepping forward. “Gardener, we have seen similar developments with flash-evolved wild creatures. The nanites often attempt to boost the survivability of the host. This would explain why the design is so unique: it is neither elven, human, nor fallen; instead, it appears almost organic in development.”

“We could…” The commlink was cut off abruptly as several voices spoke up. I was left in perfect silence, sitting in the middle of a glass box while all around me people broke into arguments.

An hour passed, then two. Midway through the third, with Achilles watching as silently as the others, I eventually lost my patience and dragged myself up from the bed. The connections for the feeder broke off automatically as I reached the maximum extension, and I tore the drugs from my shoulder with my teeth again, standing there naked in the middle of the room as silence fell.

I cut a hell of a sight, I guessed.

I’d been stripped naked, and while I might not be that impressive naked, my damn scars were. I’d battled across half the goddamn planet, it felt like, despite knowing it was probably less than twenty miles I’d traveled in reality, I’d paid for every single inch I’d crossed with blood and flesh.

I turned slowly, making eye contact with them all, making sure I had their full attention before speaking.

“I don’t know much about you all. Hell, all I do know might be wrong. I was taught from waking up that you’d attacked us, that I was a soldier in a war and betrayed by my allies. I fought to defend my home, and now I know that I was fooled into doing exactly the opposite. You want me to serve you?” I paused, looking at Gardener.

“I will. I’ll happily join the fight against the fallen. You say you want me to help him?” I nodded to Jujinkai. “That’s fine. I’ll help his team. I’ll earn my place, but I’m no trooper. I’ve never worn power armor; I’ve barely worn spacesuits. I’m a pilot. Give me a Paladin…”

“You see? Already he rails against your most kind offer.” Jujinkai snarled at me before looking to Gardener. “Mistress, the animal would be a drain on my forces, not a bonus. We must watch him, train him, equip him, while he could be better used as a lab rat for the researchers.”

“No,” she snapped. “I have not adopted him into the clanless to have him experimented upon. You need assistance, and here is one who may help. We have no Paladin to offer you, clanless,” Gardener said, turning back to me. There was an undeniable edge to her voice as she spoke, clearly not amused that I was asking for something else already, while they’d all been arguing over the best use of me.

“We do.”

Silence fell again as everyone turned to the admiral. Over the course of the multiple hours of this meeting, he’d gone from upright and formal, clearly aware of the crowd, into tired, relying on coffee after coffee to keep going, his top button undone, his chin resting on his folded hands as he watched us all.

He straightened. “Okay, look, we have several of the latest Paladin designs available, but we are realistically too far from you currently to divert just to deliver one of these, the political situation aside. Instead, how about a compromise?”

“We listen, as always, to the wisdom of our allies,” Gardener said, smiling amicably.

“You have local peacekeeping and pest problems.”

“Pests?” Jujinkai hissed in disbelief, before subsiding at Gardener’s withering stare.

“My apologies, Admiral, please continue.”

“You have local peacekeeping issues, and you need to eliminate them. An overwatch flight that is severely depleted, production facilities, but limited space, and you have a population currently being evacuated due to an incursion of hostile, nanite-enhanced creatures. I suggest you let two of your… or our, problems solve each other.”

“Go on.”

“Ajax has managed to integrate these nanites into his own. He is, however, badly injured, weakened, and as he says, no soldier, despite his impressive showing so far. I suggest we share the burden with him. He wishes to fly again; you need more overwatch for the planet, and my entire fleet and I can confirm that he was a lethal opponent.”

“He shot down seven of the howlers in atmosphere before he was, in turn, shot down,” Gardener confirmed.

“Exactly, we send you the schematics for the latest generation of Paladin and its full loadout. You use one of the available hangars to service and build it with your production facilities. While you produce it, Ajax deals with your pest problem.”

“We use him as an exterminator,” Gardener said musingly. “Your nanites are unique, as near as we can tell, and the gravitational weapon you used as well, therefore. You would develop two of anything you have your nanites create. One for you, one for research.”

“But how would we know?” one of the researchers asked.

“Cameras,” Aleesa said simply. “It’s an old technology, but effective. We mount a camera on him or assign a drone to follow him. We’ll see anything and everything he does, where he goes, all of it. If he attacks an innocent, we use the execution device. If he refuses to share his nanites, we use the scanners to make sure he’s not hiding anything.”

“I will not be a party to torture,” the admiral exclaimed hotly.

“We would not torture him.” Gardener replied. “If he agrees, each day, he will divest himself of half of the nanites he harvests. Those can then be examined, and he may make copies of anything he produces.”

“Uh, just to make this clear… I don’t know how to make the gravity stuff,” I interrupted. “I can try to share it, but I don’t know how I-”

“We could always cut it out of him.” Jujinkai suggested, sneering.

“You know what? I’m good. I’m sure I can find a way to copy whatever I do.” I said with a forced smile, gesturing magnanimously with my stump.

“In return—because I do not do this to torture you, clanless, we will provide you with all that you need. We will produce the Paladin, and you will be permitted to face the enemy when they return to this world.”

“I ask for one more thing.” I said quickly, getting a series of glares. “I ask the Paladin to be modified, slightly.”

“How?”

“You plan to send me out to fight the local beasts? To harvest their nanites to help your research and augment the Paladin itself?” I asked, getting a nod.

“Then I need power armor, weapons, and to be able to wear them in the Paladin.”

“Why…”

“Because that fleet has thousands of people like me aboard it!” I snarled. “Innocent men and women who are fighting for humanity, convinced that the elves have glassed our families. Let me save them! Let me lead them against the fallen!”

“No.”

The word rang out clearly, and I twisted from the wavering gaze of the admiral to look at Gardener.

“No, you will not be permitted to contact those aboard the enemy ships, and you will be monitored at all times to ensure you do not do so. Your execution device will have fail safes to ensure it is not tampered with.

“We will grant you the opportunity to make things right, and we offer limited trust, but we will not permit you to deliver the latest models of power armor, weaponry, and Paladins to the enemy. Trust, but be watchful, must be our motto here.”

“But, Gardener…” I tried.

“No!” she snapped. “You have a choice here, clanless. You may abide by my decision, you will hunt as our defender, and we will permit you to fly, should the need arise. Or, you may refuse, and you will be granted the mercy of a quick death.”

“Gardener, we could learn so much,” Aleesa started, only to be cut off by a raised hand.

“Choose. Now.”

“I… I’ll serve,” I said slowly, seeing the vicious steel beneath the glove of Gardener’s kindness.

“Then he is to be fitted with replacement cybernetic limbs, then he may remove the explosive device and install the new one. Then, and only then, will he be permitted to begin his training.”

“Training?” I asked.

“Yes, aspirant,” Jujinkai hissed. “You thought you’d just be turned loose? No, you will be trained, as any hunting pet must be.”

I saw the triumph in his eyes and cursed inwardly, knowing that the basic training experience in most of my memories was going to be a fond memory compared to what was coming.


Chapter Thirty-Eight

“MOVE!”

That fucker’s voice screamed at me, ringing out across the training zone. It was an area that I’d thought of as too small when I first started here a week ago.

Now I knew it was far too large.

The other figures that ran with me, the majority sneering at my weakness, even as I staggered back to my feet, wiping the muddy water from my eyes and forcing myself to push through the pain and exhaustion, were all in power armor for fuck’s sake.

I was literally being trained to run in position, carrying an unloaded rifle, whose sights were fucked with every night, with additional weights being added any time I set it down, while they all did it in full air-conditioned, strength and stamina augmenting power armor.

I growled to myself, teeth bared as I pushed myself up out of the ditch I’d been “accidentally” knocked into. The filth and muddy water ran down me as I slogged up and out. The saturated ground underfoot squelched and made me slip, barely catching myself as I pushed, the others pulling away from me again.

Five of them, from a squad of eighteen, five had volunteered to help train the cloned human.

Five utter bastards who were determined to make sure that, not only did I understand that my place here wasn’t to help them, but to serve them, and one day, if I was extremely lucky, catch a claw, tooth, or talon from a monster that had been meant for one of my betters.

At night, when I collapsed into my bed, back in my glass-walled observation chamber, one that I was escorted to and from every fucking day, I was given my daily ration of nanites, forced to eject half of the same weight of my own upgraded nanites back for the researchers to examine each time.

Two things kept me going.

First and foremost, revenge. I’d been fooled, I’d been used, and daily, the more I thought about that, the angrier I became. I would be free again, no matter what the elves thought. I was getting my Paladin, and I was going to free my people. If they wouldn’t provide me with power armor? Well, that was just fine.

I’d make my own.

Achilles was hard at work already, modifying the nanites we ejected, making them deliberately heavier than they should have been, amusing himself by diverting those to be removed from my body, to collect my shit on the way out, as well.

They were half-filled with whatever my body needed rid of, saving us a small number of nanites that should have been lost to them, and they were dumbed down as well. Achilles split off a portion of the incoming nanites and upgraded them to barely above the current model we were being fed, while absorbing and using the rest to improve us.

The first step was my right hand and left arm.

They’d not wanted to return my original hand, so when they attached the cybernetic version, a particularly nice, black skeletal human variant I’d picked out of a catalog of designs, the first step was to begin its conversion.

The skeletal design was the best for me for this because there was absolutely no reason not to replace the bones with the specially hardened tritanium version. Like titanium, it was light and strong, but the elven tritanium also allowed for a slight deformation, compression, and bending before returning to the original shape.

The hand was being gradually grown over with a human-appearing and feeling flesh… and the internal structure was already forming the gravitational projector.

In the week I’d been here, I’d been fed over eight hundred units of nanites. I’d returned three hundred or so, upgraded slightly, and the remaining five hundred had been split between repairs, upgrades, and replacements.

Achilles had estimated that we needed nearly twelve thousand units to complete the design he’d shown me, our communications being limited to nods, head shakes, and grunts from me, as he projected designs onto my optical nerves and more.

The second reason that kept me going? Despite their attempts to hide it, between the nanites, the excellent food—printed of course, but fuck it, I’d never had real, food anyway—and the limited rest I was given, I was starting to scare the elves.

I was staggering along at the back of the pack. They were outdoing me at every turn, and they made damn sure I knew it.

But they were troopers, specially trained, augmented and in fucking power armor. I was a nine-month-old, cloned human with implanted memories, regrowing a fucking arm and a hand, and in shorts and a t-shirt.

The fact that I was keeping up with them at all? No wonder they were growing more and more concerned.

I’d been promised that the Paladin would begin construction as soon as I finished the basic training. Another week, and then I’d have my time split equally between harvesting and eliminating the dangerous wildlife and assisting with the construction.

The ship would be mainly built by the automated systems of course, but the elven systems weren’t geared for human construction nor designs.

The howlers were literally partially organic, and they were printed in one go, the entire system rolling off the production line and curing as it went, in under a week.

My ship would take at least a month, as the required printers were in turn extruded and assembled. They would create the individual parts, as the airframe was printed in one go then delivered.

The Paladin would be the first of its kind built this way, having the most up-to-date, cutting-edge designs integrated into it as the scientists–both the human ones who were helping through hyperlink and the local elven ones–worked to develop what might be the next generation of full space superiority fighter.

It was also going to have a bomb inside it, however, should I piss Gardener off.

I picked up my boots, forcing myself to push harder as my breathing grew more labored. The rifle I was forced to carry, designed for use with fucking power armor, held high overhead in the driving rain as lightning cracked, and thunder boomed.

I ignored it, the greasy feeling of nearby buildup, the extremely fucking likely blast that was incoming, and the fact that the goddamn cold rain was leaving me with nipples that could etch glass and a pecker that was far from being able to peck.

Running on, I stared at the figure that stood a hundred meters ahead of me, arms folded. He was relaxing in his cushioned power armor, the gentle light bathing his face as he watched me splashing up the hill, while rain ran down the glass and left him perfectly dry and warm.

I was shivering as I passed him, ignoring the sneer he gave me as well as his declaration of the bullshit rule that whoever was last got to run the entire course again.

The five who had now finished the course sat under an awning, visors cracked open, drinking from containers, waving and laughing as I set off again. I looped around the long, weaving course, unable to summon the energy to jump across the ditches, instead wading into them and up the far side, the waterlogged boots unable to hold more than they already did.

The wall was a killer, a slanted six meter wall, angled out over me. I paused at the base of it to catch my breath, slinging the rifle over my shoulder on a jury-rigged strap before clamping my skeletal metal fingers onto the grips and heaving myself up.

My right hand was halfway rebuilt now, the internal structures taking priority so the external look was still of metal, mainly, as the individual bones of the palm fused together and spread.

The left arm, well, the new one they’d given me, had shocked them with the ease of attachment.

The mangled older section had simply crumbled away, absorbed by the nanites. The new one, even several inches longer than it should be, had been simply pressed against the nanite clusters.

They’d flowed up and over the ring, absorbing it and basically eating it all, converting the excess into new nanites and attaching the systems into my own in mere hours.

Now that arm reached up, grabbing onto the next grip and hauling me up as I went. As I’d been taught: left arm up, right leg up, right arm up, left leg up, always the opposite limb moving in sync.

I glanced up at it and snarled, determination pushing me further. The right hand was in progress, but that arm… it was a mess, or more accurately, it was exactly what was advertised.

It was the most basic limb they had. As Achilles had pointed out, whatever high-tech shit they had, we’d have to break down and replace with our own, as otherwise, we’d never be able to trust it.

Far better to have the most expensive metal and construction but the cheapest design. That meant I had an arm that looked essentially like a skeleton’s limb had been dipped in tar and then stuck onto me, a handful of servos and pistons to provide movement, and that was it.

It also apparently added to the image I was building, as I was seeing more and more elves and other species of the alliance drifting across to watch me as I trained.

Jujinkai hated it, of course, and took it out on me as soon as they left, waiting until then to double and redouble down on the exercises.

I dragged myself up and over the lip of the overhang, grabbing onto the bar on the far side and dragging myself around, the rifle sliding down my shoulder and catching, of course.

“Fuckers!” I hissed, reaching out and hitting the buzzer to end the circuit. Instead of lighting as it should, it stayed dead as I smacked it again.

It stayed dead, and I raged internally at it.

It was stupid, considering everything that I’d faced so far, that I felt such rage at, basically, nothing, but… exhausted, hungry, and aching from the changes that Achilles was constantly wreaking on my body.

I was also dealing, quietly, with the near-constant terror that Admiral Grey and his fleet, or one of the other two out there, searching, would reach my fleet and hammer it flat, killing everyone I knew and loved before I could do anything to help them.

All of it rose up in me at that moment, and rather than slapping my palm down on the buzzer, I closed my fist and drove it down hard.

The flat red disc standing calmly atop the yellow plinth exploded into fragments, the plinth buckling under the force. I ripped my fist away, ceramic and metal falling free to tinkle onto the surrounds, as I snarled down at it.

I gathered up my rifle and ignored the stairs, leaping from the top, landing with a splash in another puddle and barely feeling the drop, my steadily augmented body absorbing it easily.

I straightened slowly, meeting Jujinkai’s gaze as he stared at me, mouth open in shock. “I’m done.” I snapped at him, stalking past, the trailing power lead that should have been connected to the buzzer, standing out starkly in his grip.

If he’d not disconnected the buzzer, we could have been fried by the electrical discharge when you did that, Achilles pointed out, the replay of that dickhead standing there holding the cable in one hand playing again in my vision as I stormed away from him, ignoring the fucker’s shouting orders to get back there.

“If he’d not disconnected it, I’d not have lost my temper,” I retorted out, dismissing the knowledge that I was constantly being watched.

The small camera drone buzzed along above me, making me wonder if anyone actually watched the feed from it. Jujinkai was careful not to push too far, to move from training into outright beatings and pure punishment when others were there, but he never seemed to care about the drone’s observation.

I twisted around and looked back at the drone, frowning as Achilles spoke again.

I could develop a signal interceptor, but that would take time from the current research project. If you wish me to halt the power armor project, nod your head.

Instead, I shook it and turned back, stomping toward the research facility.

Very well, do you wish me to add it to the overall power armor design?

I shook my head again, before speaking.

“I wonder what systems the elves will build into my power armor,” I muttered as if to myself. “I’ll have to be trained in their use soon, after all.”

Excellent point. As soon as I have confirmed the power armor we are assigned is not a trap, I will begin examination of that, cloning any usable systems for our own version. Whatever we duplicate will need to be adjusted to work for us. But still, it should be more efficient than designing it from scratch.

I sent Achilles an almost imperceptible nod, and walked through the doors into the research wing. What it’d been before I turned up had never been made clear, but it’d been clearly quickly reinforced and staffed. The doors slid shut behind me as the secondary doors opened to warmth and drifting laughter. Someone joked with a friend, and their voice grated on me as I moved in. The camera drone angled to the side, landing in its charging cradle and handing observation duties over to the local RI as I stalked across the warm and well-lit office, dumping the rifle on a table as I passed.

I was already rolling over the knowledge of what was to come, working myself up to having to remove the device in my back, and the added grief from that dickhead of a trooper wasn’t helping.

“Hey! You can’t…” one of the slim elven men started to tell me before taking one look at the filth covering me, the dripping water, and a solid acre of flesh that had been scraped off on the various sharp edges of the training course today alone.

He ducked and tried to lift the rifle off his desk with one hand, then stared at it in shock as he needed both hands and grunted with the effort.

The shower and toilet facilities were attached to the glass box of my quarters. Absolutely no privacy included, unfortunately, which was more than a little annoying, but I’d been assured that once I’d earned a little trust, that would change.

For now, it meant that a surprising number of female—as well as a few male—elves often happened to be around that section of the wider room when I stripped off and showered.

“You finished early today,” Jessamyn said as I left the shower. I turned, grabbing a towel and sitting on the edge of my bed.

Unlike most of the elves, Jessamyn was a maker, one of the engineers who made everything just plain work around here. Also unlike most of them, she appeared to have no agenda with me.

She was in charge of the Paladin project, and all she cared about was making the damn thing as utterly magnificent as possible.

“Jess,” I greeted her, a yawn cracking my jaws as I yanked the tubes out of the feeding machine. Plugging it into the ports on my stomach, I let out a relieved sigh as it began to pump the pureed mass into me.

Thank you.

“I thought you preferred the solid food?” she asked curiously. I did, massively so, but with the required time to break it all down and transfer the discarded mass, it was just easier on Achilles if I did it this way.

“I do, but I’m too tired,” I lied. “Besides, this way I’m not munching when we talk, and I always hated people who talk with their mouths full.”

“Thank you,” she said. “So, looking at the design of the new Paladin…” The glass wall next to me grew opaque, an image forming on it as the elven technology made itself known.

“I’ve taken the human design and altered the rear wings slightly. It should give a measurable increase in speed, as you requested, as well as integrating the requested space for the warp drive and additional shielding. The heavier nose shielding is problematic, as it increases friction and therefore drag in atmosphere.”

Each section lit as she spoke, displaying the counters she’d had to make to provide these adjustments. Heavier shielding meant slower in atmosphere, the larger design to accommodate a jump drive? Excess targetable area and a more expensive build.

The extra speed? It, along with the arc of the rear wings, meant that the G-forces I’d experience in atmosphere could be horrific if I fucked up. All the while, she moved around the small additional reactor that had been installed right behind the cockpit.

“That’s the failsafe?” I asked eventually, indicating it.

“Yes. An antimatter containment device, should the container be breached. The immediate area will be vaporized in the energy release,” she said in a flat voice.

“Shame I couldn’t have that tied into the ship,” I pointed out. “That’d power the shields far more efficiently than the standard power plant.”

“That will be its intended function in the production models,” she replied.

“And in mine, it’s to make sure I don’t try to hand the new top fighter over to the fallen,” I finished for her, sighing as I arched my back, twisting and grunting as it popped and cracked. “Fine. Makes sense, I guess.”

“Are you sure you’re ready for this?” she asked after a few seconds of quiet. “I know we have auto-surgeons who could do it.”

“And none of them are here,” I said with a determined frown. “This is a research and troop base; the auto-surgeon would need to be built or shipped from one of the few hospitals you have. No, I can do this, and the sooner it’s done, the sooner I can start with the power armor and get out there.”

“The power armor is another point,” she said, pulling up more files as I studied her in turn. She was slim, literally elfin, as I’d heard it described, but quite beautiful, short-cropped white hair and a captivating smile. Where most of the elves were taller than humans, making us look like the short, broad animal fuckers that the troopers called me regularly, she was barely five and a half feet tall.

Jessamyn was beautiful, there was no doubt about that, but more than that, she was almost intimidatingly intelligent, seeing details that even Achilles missed.

If not for Panna? I’d have been in danger of falling for her.

As it was, that space in my heart was filled instead with a bleak terror that I might never see Panna again, and every day that passed, it grew.

“The power armor design you asked for is similar to the one that we worked out for your marine contingents and appears to be substantially advanced over the ones you described to me that the fallen have access to.” A suit I was familiar with appeared on the wall, smooth and well-built, with a pair of stubby, short-range launchers on either shoulder, a recessed blade on the left arm, and a short-barreled rifle integrated into the right.

The overall look was halfway between spacesuit and medieval armor and just looked cool as fuck.

The new one that appeared alongside it, though, was a thing of beauty.

They were roughly the same height, but where the original was all armored bulk, the new one was slimmer, the various sections flowing from one to the next, much as our natural bodies’ muscles just flowed without massive bulked areas. The launchers on the shoulders were gone, replaced with a rifle that jutted up over the right shoulder, grip-first, ready to be drawn. In the elven style, either hip had a storage section with a handgun in them, snub-nosed and high-powered.

The right forearm had a dozen small, deep red tips showing. I focused on that, the wall tracking the direction of my gaze and highlighting it.

“Micro missiles,” Jess said proudly. “Short-range, high-explosive, nanite-based rockets, fairly maneuverable, but ten-second flight time is all they have.”

“Independently targetable?” I asked.

“You can target them all at once, individuals or a mixture, nominate ten targets and fire ten, or have multiple hits on the same target.”

“The left arm?” I asked, absently scratching at my chin.

“Monomolecular blade. It generates a shearing force on activation. Should cut through just about anything, but won’t last long, expect it to last maybe a dozen blows.”

“Wouldn’t complain at that,” I said instinctively.

“What?”

“A dozen blows?” I replied, stifling the urge to curse internally. Why the hell had Panna been so obsessed with the old movies and their stupid comments? We’d spent months making oblique comments like that to each other, before I’d realized that she was basically offering, and now… now I kept thinking of the months I’d wasted.

It wasn’t about the sex, not really, and yeah, I’d still been with her, all day every day basically, but still. The memories of those last few months, and the many before it when we’d not been together?

It’d been so different.

“…Ajax?” Jess asked.

I glanced at her, realizing she’d been speaking, and I tuned her words out. “Shit.” I rubbed my face, the cold roughness of metal on the bristles of my growing beard making it clear I needed to shave. “I’m sorry Jessamyn; a memory, that’s all.”

“Yours or a separate one?” she asked shrewdly.

“Mine, I was thinking of… a friend.”

“Well, perhaps you’ll see them again.”

“I hope so.” I whispered, straightening, and flicking the connectors on the feeder. “Okay, let’s get this done, then I can cut that fucker out of my back and get some sleep.”

The screen zoomed back out, showing the new power armor suit slowly rotating the automated description highlighting sections and flashing back and forth.

“I wish I could have this in the Paladin,” I said again, looking it over. “Realistically, why couldn’t I?”

“Rather than a simple ship’s spacesuit?” She asked, and I nodded. “The weight would be an issue, in atmosphere at least. It’d throw the automated systems off, the weight distribution, especially. The seat wouldn’t be able to accommodate you, requiring a full redesign of the cockpit. The connectors that are required for the Paladin wouldn’t work with the suit, so the suit would need adjusting, the cockpit would need to be significantly increased in size to allow for full articulation of the arms…”

I held a hand up, stopping her as she went on.

“That’s fine, I just wondered. Thank you.”

“Its okay. When you asked about it earlier, I considered it, as it’d massively increase pilot survivability. But the simple truth is that everything would need to be redesigned to accommodate it.”

“Thank you,” I repeated softly, and I meant it. She really didn’t give a shit about the fact I was a fallen dupe, that I was a clone, or that I’d fought her people recently, none of it. She just cared about the engineering.

I found that massively refreshing.

“Well, can I get a copy of the schematics on a tablet?” I asked, hopefully, knowing that Achilles had a much better chance of being undetected if I could hold the tablet while he interfaced with it.

“We’re banned from giving you any. I’m unsure why, sorry, but the screen can show it all,” She offered.

I forced a smile. “Thanks then, that’ll do fine.” There were a few seconds of silence before I blew out a long breath, and twisted around to look deeper into the main room beyond the glass. “Aleesa, let’s get this over with!” I called, sparking a flurry of movement in the rest of the research areas.

“Good luck.” Jess said, backing away.

I nodded my thanks to her, reaching out onto the small table by my bed… holding both the thumb-sized explosive and the blade I’d need to insert it.


Chapter Thirty-Nine

This was ridiculous, I’d known it when I agreed that I would do it. I’d grown more and more determined I would do it after it became clear the elves were waiting for me to chicken out and beg for help.

The auto-surgeon was available. Not here, as the three the elves had access to were in massive demand. The world was under attack by the hordes of evolved and mutated monsters no longer held back by the shield.

They could bring one to me, though, as they still didn’t trust me enough to let me near innocents. It’d be taken from saving literal lives and be flown to me, or one of the massively needed printing facilities would be used to make an additional one.

The rare Earth materials, or in this case, rare Kepler-452b materials needed for an auto-surgeon would just mean one less engine could be created.

One less engine equaled one less ship lifting people up into the infrequent emergency evacuation transports when they arrived in orbit.

But sure, they totally could arrange an auto-surgeon for the traitorous human clone, if he was a lily-livered chicken wuss.

Are you ready?

“As ready as I’ll ever be, I guess,” I said aloud, as if to the elves. I laid down on my front, left hand reaching out and picking up the scalpel as Achilles silently took over, guiding my hands.

I turned my head, facing the screen that projected the view of my back, watching, reduced to a passenger in my own body, as the shield around the room triggered, and the much-simpler auto-doc injected me in the spine with a tranquilizer.

I shook off the thought about how elven laws trusted the fucking auto-doc to stab me in the fucking SPINE, but not to cut my skin, let alone remove something.

Fucking aliens and their stupid rules.

Achilles moved my left arm steadily, following a perfect line as he sliced through the now-numb skin, carving a loop at one end before laying the blade down and reaching out, parting the skin as I reached back with my right hand.

The left was far better suited to this: robotic all the way from the shoulder, it could rotate in ways a flesh and blood one couldn’t. But we’d agreed, through dozens of itty bitty conversations, that this would be an imperfect operation.

Should Achilles do all of it, as he could, the entire thing would be as perfect as could be, and my reactions would be obviously staged.

Instead, I needed to do some of it, making it clear I was human, if a crazy one.

I reached back, worming my fingers into the cut, feeling the tight resistance of the bands of muscle on either side, the difficulty in wiggling my fingers in, and the horrible tearing sensation of the flesh as I forced my fingers deeper.

The unit the fallen had implanted in me was considerably larger than the one the elves had to replace it with. The hormonal regulator had been broken in the fight, then repaired by Achilles, then broken again deliberately making it look like it was leaking certain compounds into me regularly, suppressing and enhancing emotions randomly.

It hadn’t been, but it meant that any mistakes we made could be written off to this, provided we stopped making them now. That was one of the reasons I’d given it a few days before doing this, as well.

The explosive that was attached to it was live as well, made that way again by necessity, although the RI that had been monitoring me was very, very dead.

I felt the slippery outer edge of the case and grunted as it slid sideways slightly, shifting as I tried to grip the fucker. The nanites that Achilles pooled under it pushed it upward, making it a lot easier to grip the second time.

I tugged, feeling the flesh that had grown around it, gripping it tightly, and whimpered slightly as I dragged it free of my back, holding it up where everyone could see it. Gasps of shock filled the room before I tossed it aside to clatter on the floor.

I took a deep breath then picked up the elves' new insurance policy device and inserted that instead. The nanites took it from my grip as I pressed the flesh together, lifting the hand free.

My left hand turned mechanically, reaching out for the container of supposedly blank nanites I was given tonight as a reward and to heal the damage.

I twisted it around, and the delivery mechanism, another goddamn needle, slid out. I stabbed it into the meat of my ass, the hiss of the pressurized plunger activating and shoving six hundred units of nanites–that, for once, I wasn’t expected to share–into me.

I groaned, gritting my teeth as my nanites worked to eliminate the drugs from my system, again, something that we’d had to allow, because the tranquilizer wasn’t designed to escape nanites the way the truth serum they’d used before was.

Instead, we made it look like the drug was purged faster than I wanted, and it required absolutely fuck all acting talent on my part.

The pressure of the nanites flooding out into my system, being intercepted and co-opted was uncomfortable enough, but the automatic rebuilding of the damaged, cut flesh was worse.

I laid there on my front, bare ass naked while nanites pooled up from within me, rebuilding and fixing the damage, the pain gradually fading as I sighed. I sat up slowly and grabbed a towel, wiping the small of my back and finally looking up, seeing the new screens around the room… as well as the dozens of fuckers who had arrived while I was busy, including the admiral and an entire table of his goddamn officer core!

I tried not to show the irritation as I looked back at the fifty-plus people who had just stared at me as I sliced and diced myself, then sat with my junk on display for their amusement.

“Well, how was it for you?” I asked into the sudden pregnant silence, starting everyone moving, a series of coughs and embarrassed looks making me feel slightly better about myself, from the human fleet’s side at least.

A movement to the left broke the last of the awkward silence as a small, automated droid rolled over, picking up the oblong object I’d just excised from myself. It deposited the bloody mess inside a special box, whirring off with it.

I hissed in pain as I straightened, slipping down from the bed, my legs almost buckling. At the last second, I saw the stunned look on Jujinkai’s face, and I forced myself to stand, almost casually wrapping the dressing gown they’d thoughtfully provided around myself.

Making a point of locking eyes with as many as I could, I stepped closer to the screen that held the admiral and his fleet officers.

“Sir… I’d ask that you try to communicate with the pilots in my old fleet,” I said grimly. “They have no clue what’s going on, or they’d never…”

He cut me off. “Son, we’ve been trying since you first appeared. When you attacked us, we were broadcasting on all frequencies, the fact you didn’t pick up any of it? The Paladins you flew must have been specially hardened against the broadcasts in some way.

“Believe me, when human ships turned up and started attacking our allies? We tried everything.” He sat there, back to the full formal, professional image, rather than the exhausted and horrified human face he’d shown before.

I sighed in dejection, glancing curiously at the others with him.

“Can I ask about the rest of the table, Admiral?” I tried, and he snorted.

“Son, the information you shared with us marked a seismic shift in our plans to pursue the war, or at least from this morning, it did.” He broke off, smiling slightly at the shocked look on my face. “Don’t get me wrong, I wanted to believe you and your story. It made a hell of a lot of sense after all, but the evidence needed to be evaluated and examined.”

“What evidence, sir?” I asked.

“Warspite.”

The one word was enough to turn my blood to ice.

“The Warspite, she was…”

“She was dispatched from your former fleet, sent back toward a system that was believed to be entirely uninhabited,” he explained. “A survivor of a raid by the Trai… by the fallen fleet, managed to follow them, planning to get some payback. Instead they found a highly defended production site that was renovating our old warships.”

“I don’t know anything about that, sir.” I whispered.

“It makes sense that, much of the time, you would be kept in the dark. Tell me, son, how long is the average jump, from your experience, I mean?”

“Warp jump?” I asked, and he nodded. “Depends on the distance, sir, anywhere from a day to a fortnight?”

“And what do you do during that downtime?” he asked, looking at the rest of the table meaningfully.

Instantly, a memory of Panna, naked, riding me hard, the glorious lights of jumpspace flooding the cabin sprang to mind. Despite myself, I twitched before I could cover it.

“I... uh, well, we work most of it, sir.”

“Hard?” He asked.

“Exceedingly, sir.” I coughed, then banished the vision of Panna braced against the porthole, naked and… nope. “We generally work on rebuilding the Paladins, sir, most of them were damaged when we came to, so we have… had more pilots than ships, dozens waiting for any spare ships. Raw materials are fed into the converters, parts printed up, and we work on assembling the next Paladin for more pilots from other bays.”

“More pilots than ships, now there’s a luxury. These pilots, do you know of them prior to them arriving to fly with you?” one of the others asked.

“Normally not… sir?” I got a nod of approval. “Usually, the pilots are from one of the other ships or from a bay that’s farther down the spine.”

“The spine?”

“The spine of the ship,” I clarified. “We… the ships of the fleet are constructed with dual spines, one upper and one lower, carrying…”

“Much older designs, sir,” another of the officers interjected in explanation. “The original warships were built with more redundancy than more modern vessels.”

“So, you spend most of your time assembling additional Paladin craft, and new pilots show up, and you just accepted that?” A new speaker interrupted, clad all in white rather than the blue and black of the rest of the space force, and he was clearly trying not to add “you idiot” onto the end, when Aleesa spoke up locally, drawing every eye.

“The device recovered from Ajax’s back is, as we suspected, a dual facility control and termination device. On one hand, it would regulate his moods and presumably things like aggression and curiosity through hormonal releases. On the other hand, should he make discoveries they didn’t want, it could release a tailored chemical compound that would induce heart failure, or simply detonate and kill him outright.”

“So, it wasn’t his fault he didn’t realize anything was wrong; he was being drugged constantly,” Admiral Grey finished for her, glancing to the side to where she must have appeared on another screen.

“Exactly, sir.”

“That’s great… but you mentioned the Warspite…?” I said quickly, heart pounding at the memory.

“What we suspect is that Warspite is there for repairs and a restocking of the pilots. She’s under observation now. Should she leave soon, we’ll divert to intercept. If not, then when the other battle groups link up with us, we’ll take her down at the same time as the base.”

“Sir, there could be…”

“There could be many cloned and original humans held there; yes, we’re aware.” A new figure spoke at the admiral’s nod. “I’m Colonel Meyers of the marine expeditionary force. I’ll be leading the boarding of the facility.”

“Colonel,” I whispered, seeing a possible ally or a terrible enemy. “Colonel, if the humans there are held as I suspect we were? They’ll have been mind-wiped and kept in suspended animation. They’ll be thawed and used to soak up your assault.”

“That’s a chance we need to take. You’re not going to try and talk me out of it, I hope?” He asked grimly. “No sir!” I replied firmly, shaking my head. “My point is that, when we first woke up, we had no clue what had happened. We found a message from the admiralty, supposedly, and that explained everything.

“They wouldn’t have the time to set that up, if you could instead show them that you’re human and that they’re defending a fallen site? They’d switch sides quickly. We’re all aware of the war with the fallen and that they’re our enemies.”

“It’s… a possibility,” he agreed, looking at the admiral. “We may be able to give a chance to surrender, at least?”

“The control package,” Aleesa interrupted again, shaking her head. “Unless we can figure a counter to that, there’s very little chance. They’d be pumped full of aggression-enhancing hormones as soon as you attack, and should they change sides? Most likely, they’ll have the explosives detonated.”

“Shit,” I cursed, then frowned. “Why did you ask about the warp time?”

“The average warp time that we’ve tracked on your fleet is six hours. The longest that we know of is eight days, and that covered half the sector. Most likely, you were being shown a generated image, that’s all.”

“So… we could have been docked at a space station?” I asked, aghast.

“More likely than not.” He agreed.

I winced as I imagined telling Panna that the times we’d had fun up against the portholes and on the observation deck… well, “observation” might have been taking place.

“Are you okay?”

“Ummm, just a stray thought,” I apologized, well aware my cheeks were getting hotter by the second. “So… uh… just a thought, sir, but if there was some way to rescue my friends, you’d have pilots who were…”

“Again, I’d do it in a heartbeat if we could, son, but if we could? Your fleet has taken down ours on average at a four-to-one ratio. Your people are hated both as traitors and mass murderers. The politics of the act alone? I can’t see it happening.”

“Four to one?”

“On average,” he repeated. “Your own kills are significantly higher, showcasing the advantages of a genetically enhanced…”

“… killing machine.” The man in white muttered. Silence fell as everyone looked at him, then at me as I stepped closer to the screen, staring at him coldly.

“Vanderbilt! You will apologize,” the admiral snapped, only to have the man in white sneer at him.

“No, Admiral, I shall not. I am the fleet’s chief Soul-Shriven Warder, and I declare this creature an abomination in the eyes of the Old Ones. It was created in man’s image to mock us. A killing machine and nothing more. I demand it be executed at once.”

“While you are indeed within your rights to request such a thing, Warder, Ajax’s life has been claimed by the Elven Alliance, where he will fight to defend them against all threats until he dies. I have already formally accepted that demand by Gardener of Kepler-452b.”

“A heathen calls for a heathen,” he spat. “Very well, then, I shall demand his head from her…”

“You shall do no such thing, Warder!” the admiral snapped, rising to his feet, even as the other man did the same. “You will withdraw from this meeting and consider your place, as well as the teachings of the Old Ones! In this fleet, and aboard my flagship, I am the final authority!”

There was a long period of staring before Warder ducked his head once, then stalked off, dumping something onto the table and getting a few gasps over the pile of what looked to me to be a handful of old bones.

“I apologize to our allies,” the admiral said after several seconds, looking solidly at the screens before reaching out and covering the bones with a cloth, clearly not wanting to discuss them at this time.

“Gardener chose not to attend this meeting, Lord Admiral,” Aleesa said smoothly. “As such, no possibly offensive demands were overheard, and so no offense exists between you and her.”

“Thank you, researcher,” he said in a tired voice. “I think the event has been tainted enough, and clearly my hopes were in vain. I’ll leave you to move on with your training, Ajax, but know that at least some among the human fleet wish that things could be different,” he said after a few seconds. “If there’s nothing else?” He reached out to a control on the desk, and I spoke up quickly.

“One thing, if you please, Admiral?” I hurriedly interjected, getting a frown and a nod from him to go on. “Colonel Meyers?”

“Yes?” The colonel replied, confused.

“I… I’m beginning training soon with the elven rangers, in an adjusted suit of power armor.”

“I’ve seen the designs,” he acknowledged

“Sir, elven methods are fantastic for elves, but…”

“But you want to be instructed by marines?” He asked, a twitch of a smile tugging at the corner of his mouth. “That’s understandable, but unlikely to make you popular with your new brothers in arms.”

“Perhaps not, sir, but if they teach me during the day, and if a marine could review and advise on improvements? As much as we’re bipedal, we’re not the same species, after all.”

“Admiral?” Meyers asked, and the older man nodded once. “I’d be happy to help myself, but my schedule is rarely open enough.” The colonel muttered, rubbing at his chin. “I’ll kick the request to the training cadre and see who might have a little time free. We’ll make sure someone is available this time tomorrow.”

“Thank you, sir,” I replied, not bothering to correct him on timing.

“Then this meeting is done; thank you all,” the admiral said, reaching out and flicking the control, severing the connection.

“Should I ask about that Warder guy?” I asked Aleesa a few seconds later as people began to drift away, only to get a surprise when Jujinkai replied, sounding remarkably less hostile than normal.

“The last thirty years or so of unending war have given rise to a new religion of sorts in your spaceborne brethren,” he said sadly. “It offers solace through examination of your ancient ties to warrior culture and its honor-based rituals. As it grows in popularity, your fleet’s battle readiness has lowered, new religious leaders coming to the fore and appearing to believe that only through honorable combat is victory acceptable.”

“Sounds stupid,” I said flatly. “The fallen aren’t honorable opponents; they’re assholes, I know.” I gestured to my back, before shaking my head and limping back to the bed, wincing as I settled down on it.

Jujinkai stepped up to the glass then flicked a control, opening the door and stepping inside, even as the glass darkened and the exterior cameras cut off.

When the door closed behind him, it was clear this was a private chat, and not one he wanted the others recording. The shields went on with the appearance of a sudden crackling, greasy feeling to the air.

“What is it, Jujinkai?” I asked him, too exhausted to even be rude.

“I want the truth,” he said softly, coming to a stop a meter from me, still clad in full armor.

“About?”

“Why you fight.”

“What?” I grunted, then snorted in disbelief. “Fuck’s sake, Jujinkai, why wouldn’t I fight?”

“Gardener has decreed you be accepted into my squad.”

“I know.”

“You will serve on the front lines and most likely die facing monsters of evolution, all the while being examined and recorded. You cannot escape, and you now hold a device inside you that I can use to terminate you on a whim.”

“Congratulations.”

“I do not understand why you do this,” he admitted after a few seconds, sounding confused and frustrated. “I have pushed you hard, expecting at every turn you would quit or attack me, instead… you fight on. You serve. Why?”

“What else is there for me?” I replied grimly. “My friends are in the fleet, Jujinkai, the closest thing I will ever come to a family, the only others like me in all of the galaxy.”

“And you have been told that we will not aid you in freeing them. We will attempt to kill them all, as must you.”

“And if I can prove myself to you? If I can kill the fallen and prove—somehow—to my people that they’ve been fooled?”

“You cannot.”

“Maybe, but if there’s a chance?”

“It is futile.”

“Yeah well, so was resistance,” I muttered, referencing a line from one of Panna’s old entertainment vids.

“You make no sense, therefore I must assume you are deluded. Either you lie to yourself or to me,” he stated after a few seconds.

“I’m not lying,” I growled. “I want to rescue my friends.”

“And I have told you why that cannot happen.”

“Yeah well, where there’s life, there’s hope.” I grunted, shifting back on the seat and wincing slightly as the nanites continued repairs.

“Then we will see what it takes to ensure you begin to speak with honesty. Tomorrow, at first light.”


Chapter Forty

I thought he was never going to leave.

“Yup.”

We have six hundred nanites from the influx, add to that the nanites I have already cleansed and absorbed, minus the repairs needed, and we’re at seven hundred and four nanite units available.

I recommend we continue to invest in the gravity projectors, finishing the right hand unit, then installing an additional one in the left, then one in each foot.

“Gods, I wish there was a way to make the training easier,” I whispered, as if to myself.

The additional gravity projectors would make a significant difference in your training. As an example, as you grow more experienced, you would be able to make yourself lighter, your opponents heavier, and run and jump considerably farther with less effort.

“That might work, yeah…” I muttered.

Nod once if you wish me to continue with this plan.

I nodded, slowly, and gritted my teeth as the bastard went on.

The significant, crippling agony you experienced last time was due to the faster construction. I will begin installation now, using four hundred of the available seven, assigning the remaining three hundred and four to the right hand rebuild, moving that significantly closer to completion.

I nodded again, then closed my eyes, laying back, glad that for once, the glass walls had been left darkened, giving me at least the illusion of privacy as I prepared mentally for a long-ass night.

The next day dawned far too soon, a steady, long tone that rose from a gentle, unobtrusive buzz all the way to a teeth-vibrating roar inside of ten seconds.

I’d learned that the elves liked to lie in whenever possible, so their standard versions of an alarm clock were fucking horrific.

It’d taken precisely two mornings to teach me that the gentle buzz was the only warning I’d get, and as soon as it started, I was awake. I reached the alarm panel and slapped a hand against it, yawning hugely. Then I cursed when it continued to build.

By the time it reached a level that the few researchers in the greater room noticed, I was on my knees, hands clapped to my ears and teeth gritted, barely able to suppress my instinctive destruction of the box.

The gravity projectors were still activating. The entire night had been spent in an aching, hissing mess as each time I just started to drop off to sleep, a new section would shift or adjust and boom.

I’d be wide awake again.

According to Achilles, I was essentially getting to experience the equivalent of biting down on a toothache in both hands and feet, over and over again.

I didn’t get why teeth should hurt, but I’d accepted the description, amused that, as a clone, I had a significant advantage over natural humans in that my adult teeth were literally only nine months old, and as such had no decay.

Now, I was close to trying to smash my way out of the fucking room as the sound rose higher and louder, the researchers panicking as they tried to figure out who had locked in the sound and why they were prevented from stopping it.

In the end, they fled the room, unable to handle the sound anymore. I cried out, my ears popping and crackling, blood running down them as the eardrums burst.

Less than a minute later, I could still feel the vibrations from the sound, but I could no longer hear it, deafness being my reward as Jujinkai strode in, cocooned in his protective armored suit.

He waited until he was sure I was deaf, then cut the sound, showing me a screen.

I expected better of you, dog.

I glared at him, wiping my ears and flicking the blood at the floor, as he began to type again.

The cave banshee would have killed you while you were incapacitated. You could have easily broken the emitters and shown you could think on your feet, but, as you are now deaf, at least you may face it without its scream disabling you.

I tried speaking, but I could hear nothing, and I glared at him, before forcing myself to my feet and tearing the tablet from his hands, tapping on it grimly.

What banshee?

Today’s training opportunity.

Why?

It has attacked a farm; it must be destroyed.

And I’m ready to face it, the first time I’ve ever worn armor?

No.

The elven asshole didn’t bother to explain further, but I saw it in his eyes and tapped it out on the screen. I shoved it at him before turning back and moving to the sink, washing the blood from my face.

You mean me to fight it without armor.

Of course.

I stormed back over to him, tapping a response into the screen, then cursed him when he responded, smiling smugly.

You know my nanites will repair my hearing.

Move swiftly, then.

I dressed quickly. The clothing I’d been provided was simple but sturdy, as well as considerably more comfortable than anything I’d worn before: a silken variant of shorts, thick trousers, a long-sleeved top, belt, and boots.

None of it was particularly well-fitted, elves being generally taller and slimmer than humans. But despite the regular feeling that, if I sneezed too hard, I’d be suddenly naked, I was ready.

The fucker didn’t speak to me once, leading me through the base sections I was familiar with to the hillside I’d been ordered to avoid unless I was accompanied by a trooper.

Apparently, the site I’d been heading for had, in fact, been the locals’ home, it’d turned out. I was now over a hundred miles from there, living on a research and training military base for my sins.

The small compound of buildings at the top of the hill, surrounded by a wire fence that shimmered slightly with suppressed energy, housed the armory, the suit foundry and repair facilities, and the troopers’ barracks, as well as the last line of defense for the base from orbital strikes, a massive pair of turret-mounted railguns.

I was led through the outer ring and into the armory, my hand pressed to the control panel, and the assigned and authorized weapons were provided, the tray sliding out of the wall, holding…

Is this a fucking joke?

No, your weapons.

The tray, easily large enough to hold a dozen railguns, their ammunition, and the power packs, held a single knife; a short, metallic-looking club, and a clearly empty bag.

A fucking knife and a stick? What’s the bag for?

The banshee’s head.

I snarled at him, receiving a total absence of any emotion for my trouble, and I snatched the gear out and attached the sheaths provided, then stomped out of the room behind him, fantasizing silently about stabbing the fucker to death.

I was led from there back down the hill and across the compound to the small airfield where a single automated deployment pod waited.

I’d seen these before in the records aboard the Spirit but never expected to be in one, certainly not one without so much as god damn basic armor to protect me, but I was being tested here, so I pretended it was all perfectly normal.

I’d not give the bastard the satisfaction of refusing me again, and I strode straight past him as he gestured to the pod, reaching up and grabbing one of the two bracing levers and pulled myself in.

The pod was a simple design, intended to be easily replaced or repaired. It was literally an armored oval structure built around an upright seat, a pair of hand and feet braces, and a door that could open and close.

Beyond that, there was an ion-pulse engine capable of short-range, in-system flight, and seriously little else.

The majority of the structure was taken up with heat shielding for re-entry, or adjustable shielding, enabling the pod to be used to literally punch its way through the outer skin of most vessels.

Most wasn’t all, though, and the fucking thing had been developed with the clear intention that the rider. You didn’t pilot the thing, you rode it. It literally was a fire-and-forget situation from a trooper transport craft, and most of the ones riding this beast would be wearing power armor.

Admittedly, I was broader than any unarmored elf, and the size I would be in the armor probably meant that I’d need the marine expeditionary force—the MEF for short—version, rather than the one the elves used.

That shouldn’t be that much of an issue, though, considering it was designed by the fucking elven alliance!

He nodded to me once, raising his left arm and tapping on the control screen, turning his back on me and starting to walk away as the door closed, and I braced myself.

The engine started with a faint hum that vibrated through my boots, building gradually before the only screen in the entire place lit.

Try not to die.

That was all the information I was getting, apparently. Asshole.

The screen blanked, then reset, showing the outside of the capsule, the base falling away below us, as we picked up speed.

I could possibly gain control of this pod in the short time that we are aboard, but…

“No,” I growled, gritting my teeth as the G-forces built on me, pressing me down farther into the seat.

Repeat.

I glared at the screen as it went black again and displayed that one word.

“I said… I won’t… die!” I snarled, itching for the moment when I’d finally figure out how to reply to Achilles internally.

The flight took about twenty minutes, a parabolic arc that I mentally converted in my head to somewhere between eleven and fifteen hundred miles, based on the tiny amount of information I had on the damn pods from my time aboard the spirit. My hearing crackled back into life along with the joy that was the engines firing at insanely high decibels.

When the pod flipped over, the engine firing hard, I grunted in shock, having had no damn warning to brace myself, and the world began to recede.

I tensed my stomach, clenching hard and gritting my teeth, determined not to pass out as Achilles spoke into my mind.

2Gs…2.5…2.9…3.4…5.1…6…6.6…6.9…

There was a pause, then a blessed lessening began. The counting rolled backward, the feeling of being crushed by an invisible person sitting on my chest lessening by the second. As I managed to focus on the image on the screen again, I could read the countdown to landing in meters, adjusted from whatever the elves used for my benefit.

Ten seconds later, the pod landed, the power shutting off and the door opening immediately. I slumped forward, falling into the still-opening door and tumbling free.

I hit the ground, then hissed and rolled, the literally baked ground searing my skin as I forced myself to my feet, staggering a few steps before falling again. Now that I was on ground that wasn’t charred and glowing, I vomited.

I had literally only a thin bile in my stomach, having been subjected to the audio assault before I’d even managed to get breakfast. By the time I was done, I was in an even more foul mood than I was when I first saw that fucker this morning.

I’ve isolated the vestibulocochlear nerve. As soon as the banshee starts to attack, I can disable the nerve, so there’s no need to…

The faint buzz from behind me drew my eyes, and I glared at the camera drone as it lifted into the air, having been attached to the pod.

And now that we’re under observation, we will need to do something, anyway.

Frustration colored Achilles' mental voice, and I grunted, forcing myself to my feet and rubbing at my ears, wincing as I muttered to myself.

“Okay, I need to cut the sound off, how the fuck do I do that?” I mumbled, sticking a finger into my ear and wiggling it. “C’mon nanites, if you’re listening, work, you little fuckers.”

I object to the image you’re creating of myself as an imbecilic controller, despite the necessity.

I went on, cursing my nanites and wishing I had a fucking helmet, before comparing Jujinkai to various species of invertebrates, then going on at length about his favored sexual practices, replacing the Mackems—an ancient ethnic group on Earth who were known for their basic lack of any scruples when it came to attempting to breed with anything that didn’t run away fast enough—with him.

Eventually, I froze, prodding at my ear, and grunted, pretending that the nanites had gotten the message, then shrugged and turned in a slow circle.

The cave banshee indicates that it is a known cave dweller. The land here is flat, and the farmers are unlikely to have set up near any known entrances to the deeper sections of the planet, considering the kinds of life that have been evolving.

Most likely, the caves are hidden, following that logic.

“Now where the hell is that fucker likely to be?” I muttered to myself, before repeating most of Achilles’ comments, as if thinking aloud.

The farm I assumed was the target wasn’t far, the pod having come down in a field of dirt practically at the front gate. I moved quickly, leaning back into the pod and speaking loudly and exaggeratedly, as if partially deaf.

“WHERE IS THE FUCKER?” I shouted, then waited.

Find it.

I cursed, grabbing my bag and pulling out the knife, checking it, then hefting the club, sneering at the weapon as I put it back into the holder on my left hip, checking to ensure the bag for the banshee’s head was well attached to my belt, then I set off for the farm.

It was a simple building, or collection of them anyway, a single large barn for animals to presumably get out of the rain on the left, a low house in the middle, and a medium-sized storage area on the right.

The house was apparently an easily constructed popup of interlocking squares, each forming a single room with the local equivalent of memory plastic walls, two of each being configured into doors to lead in from the outside then into adjoining rooms.

They made a trio of bedrooms, a single bathroom, a kitchen, and a storeroom. The only other particularly interesting thing, beyond the much-larger meat cleaver I picked up and decided I’d use instead of the little knife, was the fact that every room was covered in blood.

The walls, the floor, hell, it seeped from the ceiling in places, congealed and black, but still clearly recently evicted from its host.

I took one look at it and shuddered.

This blood has been stripped of nanites, Achilles stated flatly.

“Yeah, this makes me think the farmers aren’t going to be able to lead me to the cave,” I muttered under my breath.

I checked each of the rooms, then went out to the final building, hoping against hope that it’d be what I needed.

It wasn’t. The third building was a considerably larger one than the house and smaller than the barn, designed to hold farming equipment instead. But damn, it was both a mess and terrifying to walk around in the dark, knowing that something that had evolved to kill with a shout might be hiding there.

Fortunately, it was also empty. Stacks of equipment, ranging from attachments for some kind of a plowing device all the way up to solar cells and a small, flight-capable hunting platform were securely locked away and covered with tarps.

The barn was last of all, and I strode up to it, Achilles tamping down my hearing as I moved in close. The ambient sounds, including the soft pattering of rain on the metal roof, all faded away as he manipulated my nerves.

The door handle was a simple loop of metal, clearly able to be opened by any manipulator easily, including some kind of robotic one. Sure enough, the first damn thing I saw inside when I opened the door was a curled up robot arm on the back of a tractor of sorts.

I assumed it’d closed the door behind it, as it was clear the person who’d been controlling it sure as shit hadn’t left the barn.

I stepped back, covering my nose and mouth, coughing with the sudden wash of overpowering purification.

The inside of the barn was a square, stalls for some kind of animals on the left and right, with a storage area on the floor above. The middle of the room was cut out to allow the farm machinery to reach up and gather up feed.

Now, though? It was covered in blood, draped with the torn bodies of dozens of previously walking, talking, and possibly even thinking creatures. Blood pooled on the floor, entrails hung, chewed, from the rafters and supports, and mounds of discarded, pock-marked bones were piled around the room where the creatures had been feasting. My balls shriveled at the sight.

I’d just walked into a fucking nest.


Chapter Forty-One

“I thought there were just the farmers?” I muttered as the camera drone suddenly flashed past me, additional sections opening on its side as a trio of scanners slid out.

I gritted my teeth, dropping into a crouch, convinced I’d been a fool, and they were about to hit me… when the scanners, thankfully highly directional, flashed out and started examining the room and appeared to be deliberately excluding me.

The small camera drone did a flight around the barn, clearly under the control of someone who was more than a little pissed and agitated. It frantically searched high and low before returning to me and bumping me gently with the front of the drone, showing that it wanted me to leave.

Less than a minute later, I was standing outside the barn, glaring at the offending building as, once again, the planet’s rainy season made its presence known. The drone flashed around the entire site, and Achilles gave me back my hearing.

The heavens opened fully, and I grew more and more annoyed with everything about today. This planet's weirdness was massively up there. There was plenty of sun, pretty much two-thirds of every day, followed by several hours of heavy rain.

It made no sense to my mind for the local area to be split between dry as a Welshman’s sex life without a sheep, then having the damn rivers as hitting flash floods, then dry again. It offended my sense of rightness. I mean, I’d been reading up on Earth, loads of us had in the fleet, we’d been watching the old vids, everything. From our point of view, it was all gone forever, and had been a powerful drive to witness what we’d lost.

It just made no sense for the water to just vanish. I mean, it had to go some…

I stared at the ground underfoot as several thoughts clicked at once, even as the drone returned.

“Reinforcements are incoming; hold your current position.” Jujinkai’s voice rang out, before the drone lifted and started to circle slowly.

“WHAT? What’s wrong?” I called up to it, getting ignored as it lifted higher.

The bodies inside appeared to be elven, but there were shreds of clothing that matched the colors worn by the local guard.

“Where?” I asked, deliberately dropping my voice to a barely audible whisper.

Inside, left-hand side, second stack of bodies, the gold and black shreds.

“You think they’re guards?” I asked, my mind racing.

I suspect we’re not the first to have been sent out here to examine the site. That the doors have been closed up again, and the site returned to seemingly undisturbed… is a concern.

“You think it’s a trap?”

It’s definitely a trap. The only question is who it’s a trap for.

“Me or…”

You are a new factor to the local area, unlikely in the extreme to have been sent to recon such a site. Most likely, you were only sent here out of petty annoyance from Jujinkai. No, I suspect this is a trap for the troopers.

“The troopers that are now being scrambled and sent in,” I muttered, looking around the site with new eyes. If I were to use it for an ambush, rather than a beast attack or simple elimination mission… the surrounding area suddenly looked very different. The buildings were all set in a U shape, with the perfect landing area set at the mouth of the U and a gentle slope of the land leading up into small hills all the way around the farm.

“Oh, fuck…” I muttered, seeing the trees that surrounded the farm and the camera drone as it headed for…

Something shot out of the forest at horrific speeds, hitting the camera drone and sending it tumbling, its attacker screeching and tearing at it with desperate fury.

Freeze-framing, assembling image…

I didn’t wait, turning on my heel and sprinting toward the barn.

NOT THERE!

“Too late, motherfucker!” I growled, racing inside and jumping upward instinctively as I caught movement.

Whatever it was, it was fast, flashing out from under the tractor, the machine’s landing fins it’d been hidden beneath creating a concealed and clearly perfect ambush site.

I kicked out, planting one foot on its back, and shoved off, practically doing a forward roll off the fucker. Landing on my left shoulder and rolling to my feet, I twisted around and slashed behind me as Achilles flashed a blurry image of the attacker up.

Some kind of a snake, long, heavily armored, he said quickly. Scanning… I can lighten the room, but…

“Do it!” I hissed.

Get ready…

I hissed as first my left, then once it was done, my right eye burned and watered. I backed up, swinging the blade from side to side, thankful for the massive cleaver I’d looted rather than the pathetic little knife they’d given me.

There was nothing, not anywhere I looked, even as my eyes adjusted. The room wavered slightly as the colors leached out, and the brightness turned way, waaaaay up.

I squinted, shaking my head as the brightness became too much. Then it dialed back down, settling into a steady, early-morning dim room’s radiance, rather than the bright-white, blinding vision I’d been subjected to.

Sorry… trying to adjust…

At any other time, I’d probably have made a sarcastic comment, but right now?

“Where is it?” I hissed, my ears popping slightly as Achilles clearly upped the gain somehow.

Unknown. It is clearly a well-adapted ambush predator, and…

“Fucking everything here is!” I snarled before a slight sound above me made me look up.

The eyes of the beast were inches from my own, bright yellow and slitted, with ridged bone plates covering it in an overlapping pattern.

Its mouth was opening. That had been what I’d heard. I stared up in terror to the amplified soundtrack of its viper-like fangs unfolding.

It opened its mouth wider and wider, the eyes, the bone plates, all of it vanishing as the maw hinged all the way open, ready to take my entire head inside…

MOVE!

Achilles sent a jolt of pain through me, a scream breaking free as pain like I’d trapped my dick in my flight suit’s zipper burst across my entire body.

I shoved off the wall, raising my left arm to block the bite, even as I swung with the right, jumping away from the wall. It was too late to get entirely clear. As soon as I moved, and the sound was heard, the creature bucked itself free of the wall, releasing and plunging down toward me.

The mouth closed over my left arm, biting down hard, and I swung with all of my might, the meat cleaver hitting and bouncing off, barely breaking even a chip of the armoring free.

I cursed, swinging again and again as the rest of the body came free. It hit the ground and dragged me down with the weight, then reared up.

Hundreds of small, grasping pseudopods made it clear just how the bastard had crawled across the wall so silently. The body shifted from black and gray striation patterns that matched the walls into a bone-white blur.

It lifted up higher until it was almost level with my head, mouth still clamped around my left arm, and twisted, yanking left then right, trying to drag me from my feet.

I hacked at it again and again, screaming at it as I did.

“Die, mother fuc…”

The blade. Achilles interrupted. Try the blade they gave us!

I cursed again, slamming the cleaver down on its brow, seeing the hatred and hunger in its eyes as it yanked me sideways, leaving me the choice of running with it or falling, and falling would be a terminal mistake.

I swung around, bracing myself with my back against the wall, hit it one last time, then threw the weapon aside, frantically searching for the blade.

I’d put the knife on my right hip and the club on the left, thinking I’d be drawing across my body. Right hand for the left hip, left hand for the right hip, but the blade came free with a smooth shick, a slight ringing sound making the blade’s emergence clear.

I held it in an overhand grip, the blade jutting from the bottom as I lifted it high and struck, desperation powering the blow.

The blade, totally to my surprise, carved through the armored plates, the snake-like creature jerking and going wild as I yanked it sideways, cutting halfway through the damn thing’s body right behind the head.

Black blood shot free, and as it fountained into the air, my hunger rose as well.

Instantly, the fight changed. The now-limp and half-beheaded creature trying to get its mouth free to escape. I dropped the knife, grabbing onto the edge of the wound with my right hand, the skeletal metal fingers worming their way inside.

I used that grip and the bite on my left arm to drag it sideways, even as my teeth lengthened.

It released me, twisting, its body only partially responsive as it tried to flee. I yanked it back in close, left hand clamping down hard on the other side of the wound as well, then I bit down.

The hot flood of blood poured into my mouth, making me moan in ecstasy at the taste of the blood mixed with the wonder of the nanites being drawn free and absorbed.

I lost track of time, the world around me fading away as I bit and chewed on the beast. Yanking and tearing, I tasted the soft meat that had been hidden under the armoring. My stomach, forced to subside on gunk and processed, printed foods, was suddenly filled with hot, vital meat.

Minutes passed as I fed. Achilles tried speaking to me, tried to reach me, to warn me to be vigilant, not to gorge myself, but I was lost to him and all others, fully absorbed in the meal.

Eventually, a new sound broke through. I straightened up, groaning as I cracked my back, the much smaller in size and weight creature, tumbling free to bounce off the floor.

Elven drop pods are incoming, Achilles pointed out.

I grunted, drawing a sleeve across my mouth as I tried to make sense of the world again. Did you enjoy that? he asked, sounding genuinely curious.

“I… yeah,” I admitted, feeling almost drunk as I said it. One hand reached up to wipe at my face, smearing blood across my cheek as I licked my lips. “Yeah, I did.”

I suspect that was for two reasons… first and foremost, we, and I mean you and I, appear to now be encoded to desire the absorption of additional nanites.

“You liked that, too, huh?” I asked, still feeling weird, full, and… and still hungry.

I will admit to an unusual feeling of satisfaction during your feeding.

“That was… that was good.” I wondered at the total lack of disgust I’d been expecting. “Why don’t I…”

You have no wish to vomit?

“None.”

That I suspect is down to the second reason. This is a more highly evolved creature than we are. While its physical form is simple, and its brain, I suspect, is considerably less intelligent, it was also highly advanced. Note the chromatic camouflage, the adaptations for silent approach, armoring, the capacity for stealth, and more importantly, being aware of prey’s location. Yet it did not attack until you were under obvious stress.

“What?”

We must have passed it at least once and had no indication that it was in the structure. The camera drone also missed it. Lastly, and an important note psychologically, I suspect: it was neither judged to be sapient nor an insect. Your memories indicate that feeding on such is abhorrent in your culture, but this? This was a fully acceptable meal.

“Whatever,” I whispered, rolling my shoulders as a screen came up.

Freshly absorbed nanites: 127

Assign?

“Put a hundred towards the upgrade of the left arm; I think we’ll need the extra strength. Save the remainder, just in case.” I ordered, dismissing the screen and stooping to pick up the knife, sliding it back into its sheath. “I think we’re going to need the spares.”

The pods screamed as their jets slowed them, then booms rang from outside, heavy ordinance presumably. I stalked to my right, my vision picking out details I’d missed before.

The remains of the guardsman that had been stripped to the bones, one of several, included a handful of plates of battered armor, including…

“Now, that’s more like it.” I muttered, reaching down and picking up the rifle, checking it over as Achilles helpfully labeled sections for me. I grunted, flicking the charge lever, the gun shivering slightly as it came to life.

Interfacing… please hold…

“Hold? What are you, a call center?” I muttered, getting a feeling of annoyance from the AI before a targeting reticle popped up in my vision.

I am now interfaced with the weapon; please note the counter in the bottom right of your vision. With your permission, I will assign targets and assist with aiming?

“Assist how?” I asked, not really liking the sound of it. I trusted Achilles now, after all, I’d be dead without him, but…

Micro adjustments. Essentially, I will adjust your aim in tiny ways. You will still designate the target and do ninety percent of the aiming. I will simply perform last-second adjustments to ensure that we hit the target, that’s all.

“Okay, we can try it,” I agreed. “We’d better get out there and…” Something hit me from behind, slamming me into the ground. Teeth sank into the meat of my right shoulder as I screamed.

I hit the floor hard. Whatever it was weighed enough it’d made me practically face-plant the floor, and the sensation of its teeth grinding against my bones was awful.

Paralytic compound detected… countering…

My right arm was going steadily more and more numb, even as I tried to get my hand under me, pushing up. The gun was trapped under me, and I released it, crying out as a tooth ground across my shoulder blade then sank into the meat of my shoulder even deeper.

Something that was growing in me awoke then, brought to primacy by the pain, by the fear, and the adrenaline that coursed through me. I hissed in growing rage that this… this thing dared to try and feed on ME?

I twisted and bucked, the head of another snake thing coming into sight as I managed to get my head around a bit, the armored crest above its eyes scraping against my cheek.

I glared down, just able to see the gleam of one eye, and I hissed back at it.

Over my right shoulder, with the body latched onto my back and winding around my waist, it clearly thought it was in the superior position.

I was on the floor, on my front, with the gun and my knife trapped under me. But I was also in the push-up position, more or less, and I braced one foot against a post, angling myself toward one of the fins that the tractor thing used as landing gear.

The fact that it was apparently anti-gravity was neither here nor there, but what did matter was that, when the power was off, it needed to rest on something, hence these long, narrow landing fins.

I braced that foot, stifled a cry of pain as the fucker twisted, chewing more into me, and I pushed off with all my might, driving the flat of the top of its head into the narrowest section of the fin with a crunch.

Bones snapped, and definitely teeth did. The head shifted, releasing, and I rolled back, reaching up with my left and slapping it over the back of the head, tearing that fucker forward.

It had only let go for a second, its instinctive response to bite back down, to fight, and to kill.

I’d pulled it far enough forward that it couldn’t, though, and I sank freshly extruded fangs into the back of its neck, savaging the fucker.

It went from a dangerous predator to my next meal in an instant. The body released and thrashed, desperate to escape, yet…

It must have been an inbuilt thing, like how kittens go limp when their mothers pick them up by the scruff of the neck. Even stunned as it was, my grip alone shouldn’t have been enough to paralyze it so effectively.

Either way, though, I bit down, chewing into the back. I tore at the flesh, opening the vein before sinking my fangs deep and feeding all over again.

By the time I was finished with this meal, and the nanites were already happily being converted and assigned, the numbness was gone. I stared around hungrily, hoping that there were more of the fuckers in the darkness. If there were? They were staying still and small while their better was near.

Ajax, the battle outside does not appear to be going well.

“No?” I asked absently, scrubbing at my chin and cheek, making ever more surreal patterns in the gore as I stared around hungrily. “Why do you…”

Gunfire. It is no longer steady and measured. Instead, it appears to be sporadic and frenzied, as well as from notably fewer sources.

“Well, let’s see what we can do about that.” I smiled, reaching down and picking up the rifle. I checked it over again, noting the seventeen shots in the magazine, as well as the mainly depleted charge, but that was fine.

It wasn’t going to be the primary weapon for long.

I strode toward the door, rolling my fingers and seeing the power levels that Achilles projected onto my vision. The gravity projectors powered up… then died away as I tested them.

All projectors show as functional. Please remember that the energy they require is finite and currently comes from our nanite reserves. Once we have had the time to construct a functional power cell, we will be able to do more. But for now, a little restraint, perhaps?

“Oh you know me,” I said, an evil smile lifting the corners of my mouth as I kicked the door open. “I’m the fucking soul of restraint.”

The rifle in my hands gave off a steady hum as I pumped it, priming the chamber. The rain blew in, showing me a scene of bloodshed and warfare. “Let’s do this, bitches.”


Chapter Forty-Two

The previously peaceful scene, marred only by the charred ground around my own insertion pod, now looked like a scene from a war vid.

Jujinkai had clearly thought I was fucked and presumably hadn’t wanted to let whatever was going on ruin his reputation, as well. He’d dispatched eight pods that I could see, and the hillside was littered with them.

That would have been enough to seriously upset the local farmers, I suspected, even if they’d not already been reduced to mince, but the suited figures were getting swarmed.

As I emerged, one of the central figures, a long blade in one hand, a short carbine in the other, went down under a swarm of three-legged weirdness.

It was a lizard from the chest up, complete with a frill of spines that ran down its back, two arms that appeared to be single claws at the end, hooked and vicious, then from the waist down, a long, prehensile tail.

The figure that had gone under was flailing wildly, the sword crackling with power as it slid through the creatures, gun barking, yet they couldn’t last long.

The others were equally pressed. Two were on their knees, hands clutching their heads as a tall thing stood over them, four legs, each a chitinous spike that slid into a central trunk of a body.

Its arms were almost human, or humanoid, anyway, the elbows extending a few inches weirdly in what looked like spikes, but the head?

It had a crown of spikes that rose into the air above it, and they gleamed wetly, something black oozing from them as the fang-toothed maw crooned to the elves on the floor.

Even here, I could feel the subsonics that rang out from what was clearly…

Cave Banshee:

Quadruped Tuath-Dé Huntress

Estimated Gain: 200+

Threat index: 7

Viable Target Species

I snarled as I saw her, the rifle rising almost of its own volition, the settings in my vision shifting from short-range scattershot to high-powered long-range, single shot. A second later, the shot cracked out, the charge on the rifle depleted by thirty percent.

It’d been worth it, though.

The targeting reticle had zoomed in on her twice, the head blurring as she became centered. I’d changed the aim slightly, aiming for the stomach instead as the head jittered around in my vision.

The banshee staggered sideways, screaming in pain and disbelief as her right arm was blown free, the shoulder entirely vanishing in a spray of black blood and bone.

I recommend we gain practice with such ranged weapons as well as brace ourselves more appropriately next time.

“Let’s finish this bitch, then…” I broke off as something caught my attention in the corner of my vision.

Dive!

I did it. I didn’t even pause, hitting the ground and rolling, coming up and tracking the vanishing, triangular dart shape that was even now blurring out of sight over the forest.

“Rifle!” I barked at Achilles and ran, aiming at the banshee, determined to finish that fucker off, even as more blurs flashed from the left and right.

Assembling image…

A second later, a blurry shape appeared in the side of my vision. At first, it was roughly triangular, a black blur and little else. Then a line swept across from left to right, the details tightening up as other file images were compared, each pass of the line leaving the image more and more detailed.

Predicting incoming left…

That was all Achilles had time for before I dropped to the ground, rolling onto my back and tracking, firing a three-shot burst into the air. The final shot jerked to the left as Achilles tried to track fast enough.

We nicked whatever it was, sending it twisting and dropping. But before I could celebrate the kill, another dived in, and this time, I wasn’t the target.

The rifle practically exploded in my grip, the barrel deforming, slamming into the ground a few feet away as the impact registered. The remains of something birdlike flying in all directions.

The image cleared up, the final sight as the little fucker had impacted, making it clear that it was a bird of some kind. No feathers, and it’d looked more like a mix of a wooden attempt at crossing a bird and a reptile, but damn, the fucker had gone fast, not to mention that it’d literally committed suicide to take my weapon out.

I rolled to my feet and looked around, making sure the others weren’t incoming yet. The banshee stared back at me, its voice rising and falling, its eyes… or what I assumed were its eyes, fixed on me.

They ran from one side to the other of its face, bright red light emitting from the five or six holes in the skull. It was missing an arm, but the flesh was regrowing.

I snarled, and it hissed back. Despite the distance between us, it was clear we each had the other’s full attention.

Two elven figures who had been on the floor, kneeling and subdued by the banshee, were coming around. One was shakily lifting their rifle, trying to lock it onto the banshee, but they were seen.

The banshee twisted, facing the elf fully, then it screamed.

I felt it even here. The sonics tore through the air, and my stomach twisted, the need to vomit as well as shit myself rising, as the figure that had been kneeling before it…

They were dead.

There was no other way to describe it. Their armor buckled, twisting and cracking as blood fountained free, bones reduced to fragments, the glass of the visor shattering into a million pieces.

The power cell detonated, the explosive force channeled backward in an arc that sent the second elf, already caught by the outside of the directed sonic attack, flying through the air. One side of their armor glowed cherry red as paint peeled, and liquids flash-fried.

The others… Well, there was some mercy, at least. The banshee’s wail had sent panic through the ranks of its servants. The creatures that had been savaging the downed elven trooper, while they frantically tried to defend themselves with a sword and gun, had broken and fled.

The elf laid there, but as near as I could tell from this distance, easily a hundred meters, the armor was intact, and they were probably wounded, rather than dead.

The other two…

The other two elves weren’t impressing me, either.

One was frantically searching for ammunition, rifling through the remains of a dead friend’s armor, and the last was running like their arse was on fire.

“So, guess it’s down to me.” I muttered as the banshee turned slowly, facing me. The hole I’d blown in its chest and shoulder was now partially sealed and steadily growing over as I stalked toward it.

It lifted its remaining hand and pointed, clearly marking me.

Projectors ready.

“Oh, let’s fucking do this,” I whispered, keeping my gaze locked on the creature. I reached down to the body of an unknown trooper I was passing, picking up their rifle and charging it, feeling the prickle as Achilles fed nanites through my skin and into the railgun, establishing a link.

This model is more advanced… accessing camera…

A new image flowed into my vision, dim, until I focused on it, and I grinned. The forward sight was broadcasting to me, and I lifted the rifle, resting it seemingly casually over my shoulder, pointed behind me.

Requesting permission to target and fire independently.

“Granted,” I whispered as a tiny black dot in the distance became visible. The banshee was watching me as it slowly stalked sideways, circling the elven trooper who was reloading and making sure they were between us before summoning back the lizard things and continuing on past them as the creatures closed.

It clearly thought it had my full attention as the black dot increased in size, splitting into two, a pair of the bird-like creatures, aiming for the back of my unarmored head.

I smiled as the elven trooper straightened, the rasp of their breathing ringing out through the speakers on their suit as they slapped the full magazine into their rifle.

“Surr…” was as far as they got before the first lizard thing leaped at them.

They opened fire, a three-round burst hitting its center mass and shredding it, then they went full-auto, cycling the entire magazine in seconds as they were surrounded.

The lizards raced in, leaping and diving, using their falling brethren as springboards, flying higher and higher before being taken down… until the rifle clicked empty.

Whoever they were, they were no coward.

The gun was tossed aside. A hilt, like a short cylinder, was ripped free of the small of their back, and with a whoosh of activating chained plasma, a whip eight feet long crackled out.

The appearance of the whip changed things again, the creatures…

Repton:

Tripod Tuath-Dé Hunter

Estimated Gain: 25-50

Threat index: 3

The ID flashed up, and I grunted at the name, but it’d do. They just weren’t important enough for me to care.

The repton bounded at the elf, only to have the contained plasma field rip through them, vaporizing them before they could close. Flesh burned and tore as the whip ripped through them. A handful, then a dozen, then twenty fell as the dots closed to a distance that Achilles judged acceptable.

The rifle burped twice.

A single shot each, one almost coming atop the other, they were that close together. Both creatures burst into a mass of bleeding flesh and shattered bones, tumbling to the ground, even as the banshee screamed at me in fury.

The mouth opened, distending as flaps on either side of the throat rose like the hood of a snake. The back of the throat vibrated frantically, air being sucked in through gills on its back, while I lifted my left hand in negation.

“Shield!” I barked, fingers spread, focusing my mind into the knowledge that the gravitational projector would defend me and block the attack.

After all, either this would work, or it wouldn’t, but whatever bullshit Jujinkai had thought about banshees not being able to hurt you if you couldn’t hear them was seriously fucking wrong.


Chapter Forty-Three

The sonic blast hit my shield, and the effect was… horrific.

Everything directly between us was torn apart. The elven trooper who had been to one side, frantically fighting all the reptons, was sent flying, cartwheeling over and over as if smashed sideways by an angry god.

The reptons had tried to flee as soon as the banshee wailed, but the majority of the survivors, caught between the wail and the plasma whip, were shredded.

The whip cut off after a second, searing fresh holes in the ground, but thankfully cutting off before catching its wielder.

That just left the two of us.

I gritted my teeth, hand extended, powering the shield even as the banshee kept screeching at me, and Achilles barked into my mind.

Movement to the right, swing me.

I grunted, swinging the gun and panning it slowly to the side, feeling him making slight adjustments as he searched. Then something hit me from the left, picking me up and sending me flying.

The world spun around me until I smashed into the storage shed, taking the wall out as another wail died away. My gravitational projector had done more damage to the wall than my unarmored damn body would have, that was for sure. I’d seen the wall coming at the last second and had acted on instinct.

The space inside was much as I’d last seen it: filthy, filled with a mass of shit, and… full of crap that was a lot harder than my body.

Most of it, anyway.

I wrapped my arms around my head as I hit something covered with a tarp, bouncing across it and rolling down the far side. I ended up half on my head, legs upright and back against the wall, having slid into a gap between the wall and whatever the thing under the tarp was.

For a handful of seconds, all was still, barring the distant howls and cries and the falling building and machinery. Then I twisted, trying to get back upright, and instead toppled sideways, hitting myself in the face with my rifle.

The tarpaulin was laid over something that was parked on short skids, an engine of some sorts, and…

And a crash as something started tearing its way inside.

Get me into that engine!

I twisted and managed to get myself upright, seeing movement at the door as a repton barreled inside. It left even faster after taking a shot to the head that caused its skull to explode like a melon dropped from orbit.

Mine. Achilles said smugly, literally a split second before I could claim the kill.

“Whatever,” I snapped, grabbing the tarpaulin with my free hand and ripping it loose, hesitating as I saw what Achilles had already recognized. Then I smiled.

Our turn, Achilles replied smugly.

“Fuck yes,” I agreed, slapping one hand onto the engine cowling and shuddering as a serious percentage of my nanites were torn from me.

We will need to feed soon.

“Let’s fucking kill everything, then.” I agreed, the rifle tracking almost of its own volition as two more tried to enter, being forcibly evicted in sprays of blood.

We need to draw them away from the doors, ideally the building as well…

“We’ve got this.” I opened fire as I kicked my way out of the door, rifle snap blasting from the hip on my right, my left hand smashing out to catch a leaping repton by the face.

I squeezed as hard as only a mechanical hand can, then spread my fingers and shoved at it with the gravity projector.

The dying creature flew backward through the air, hitting another incoming one. By the flat crunch that rang out, as well as the sudden stillness of them both, it had clearly snapped the incomer's neck.

The rifle barked over and over, tearing holes in the closing reptons and a pair of incoming fliers, sending them plummeting in balls of broken bones.

Six shots, four, one…

The rifle clicked empty, and rather than search for more ammunition, I flipped it over and swung, catching an incoming creature under the chin. The blow sent it flying, the jaw snapping and teeth flying in all directions as I discarded the broken remnants of the rifle.

I backhanded another then turned to face the next one as it leaped at me, maw opening wide like a crocodile.

I sneered then flicked my fingers open, the gesture accompanying a blast of gravity that hit it like a freight truck. The upper and lower jaw smashed backward, the hinge breaking before the skull crumpled, the body flying back.

Flexing my fingers and no longer concerning myself with the guns, I watched the banshee, now joined by a smaller version of itself that was already reaching out to the nearest downed elven figure. I guessed that fucker had been the one that had sent me flying with a sneaky side blast, and I mentally marked them as “to be fucked up.”

I planted my feet, crouched, and kicked off, shoving downward at the same time with the gravity projector. The jump, which I’d expected to be enough to start me closing on them, and maybe catch their attention… was a lot more.

The wind whistled around me as I soared through the air. The torn sections of my clothing whipped around in the sudden blast before I landed a good fifteen meters closer to them. I grinned as they spun, a good dozen of the reptons I’d just leapt over. They tried to track me as I turned, ending up in a dogpile by the door.

I landed, staggered, then grinned and ran a handful of steps before leaping again. This time, the smaller one drew a deep breath then screeched at me, while the larger one backed up in exhaustion.

I shoved both arms forward, focusing on both shielding myself and cutting through the sonic attack, trying to angle the shield so that, rather than a blunt object, it was a blade, cutting through the air.

It failed.

I wasn’t hurt, but the impact as both of our abilities collided shoved me backward, landing hard as the reptons launched themselves at me.

They came from behind and the sides, almost all landing at once as Achilles shouted out directions and warnings. I spun, backhanding the closest, triggering the gravity projectors frantically as claws reached for me from all sides.

The world vanished in a burst of blood, the flash of claws, and the screams of the creatures. Talons tore lines in my flesh, teeth latched onto the back of my left leg. A maw opened wide and leaped for my face. I punched and kicked, spinning with more and more incoming.

More raced from the forests, more escaping the buildings, a veritable wave rolling onward, and I screamed in blind rage.

I lifted both my fists to the heavens, gathering all the strength I had, then slammed them down into the ground, roaring in challenge and pain, triggering the gravity generator one more time, yet hammering far more power into it than I ever had before.

The ground around me rumbled, and the reptons virtually detonated as the shockwave tore out. The scrubby plants and bushes and the carefully cultivated farmland was devastated in an instant.

Cracks flashed out on all sides, the ground rippling like a still pool of water with a pebble dropped in it. The surviving creatures nearby were sent flying, but they were few and far between; the vast majority were killed instantly.

The buildings around us shook, polymer and printed metal walls, designed primarily to see off the vagaries of wind and rain, as well as offer limited protection from the beasts in a supposedly pacified area, cracked and fell.

The hills around us quaked, the forests exploded as birds and more launched themselves in a panicked and desperate attempt to escape, the skies quickly raining blood and feathers as other predators attempted to take advantage. Through it all, I faced the banshees across a gap of less than thirty meters now.

From the corner of my eye, I could see one of the elven troopers dragging themselves away, a trail of blood left behind them.

Please… don’t do that again. Achilles gasped, seemingly stunned.

I lifted my hands, curling my fingers in clear warning to the pair of banshees, each of which were clearly as exhausted as I was, barely able to stand, panting for breath.

Ajax, you could kill us, please! The energy you tore from us? We have seventeen active nanites beyond the absolute minimum needed for my continued operation.

Not Seventeen units… seventeen nanites. Please, consider how you fared on this world before our alliance. One more use of that ability, and you’ll be reduced to that state again.

I considered it for a split second, genuinely considering that I could have my brain back exclusively mine again… then I shook my head slightly, keeping my eyes trained on the banshees in warning.

For better or worse, Achilles and I were partners now.

The three of us watched each other, each waiting for the other to break the stalemate. But in the end, it wasn’t any of us.

A final crack rang out, the nearby hills shuddering again. Then, as if in slow motion, a visible tear in the ground appeared.

Several others had already appeared, but this one…

It started somewhere to my left, then raced out around the banshees, a half dozen meters behind them as the hills seemed to rise. The crack flashed past, and the pair looked at each other then bolted for the other side.

I twisted around, seeing the line the crack was taking and cursed, starting to run as well.

The entire farm was in a shallow valley, surrounded on all sides by the low hills. It was protected from the winds and the scrubby forests, ranging from tiny, gnarled stumps to trees that could have been skyscrapers, which kept the hills well-covered as well.

Now, though, the entire area, or the valley itself, at least, was crumbling.

The house, the storage shed, and the barn shuddered, each of them collapsing in turn as the cracking ground shook and spawned a dozen more tears.

The center of the valley, directly under me, was one of the first sections to fully give way, as I tried to clear it, pushing off and sprinting. I didn’t even make it three meters before the cracks outpaced me, and the earth swallowed me.


Chapter Forty-Four

I blinked, then groaned as pain raised its head as well, making it known that my body was most definitely NOT amused with the shit I’d put it through of late.

“Achilles?” I whispered, blinking dust clear and reaching out to wipe my face, seeing the mixture of mud and blood that came free in a sticky mess.

I am here… thank you for not killing me.

“Anytime, buddy,” I croaked, wincing as more rocks fell. I was half-buried, mainly in soil and the general grass and moss type of crap, partially protected by a large slab of rock that had landed nearby.

I was laid in the lee of it, having—by the feeling of my ribs, at least—hit another slab and rolled off it, ending up under this one in the collapse of what looked to have been the upper level of a complex cave system.

The area all around me—the color washed out by my night vision—was filled with drifting stone dust, dirt, and more. Sections of ancient stone were clear, as was the rushing, gurgling sound of flowing water close by. The thought I’d had right before finding the mass of the dead came to me again with renewed force.

For the land here to be so inundated with water so frequently, then to bake in the sun and not be a foggy hell, nor a fresh green wilderness, the water had to be going somewhere.

Clearly, that place was underground.

A nearby movement set off another collapse of stone, and distantly, something screamed in pain, the echoes making it impossible to tell if it was an elven trooper, a local beast, or one of the banshees. I ducked under the lee of the braced rock as more fell.

The sharp cracking of stone on stone rang out, and I winced as more and more steadily fell, the sound of further collapses ringing out.

“Did we really do all this?” I asked in a low voice.

Yes and no. I suspect the cave system had been here for long eons, and likely had recently been opened to the local area, hence the emergence of the cave banshees. Had they been able to access the surface in the past, they would have done so.

“Why do you think Jujinkai called for reinforcements?”

Because he saw that a simple training mission was anything but. I expect he suspected it to be a particularly easy mission, hence increasing the difficulty by refusing you armor or efficient weapons. Once he was aware of what was, in fact here, the domestication of several species by an alpha, he panicked and dispatched anything he had available.

“He’s still a dick.”

Agreed. I suspect, however, that his issues with you came down to a lack of trust and the situation more than personal dislike. He appears driven by the well-being of those under his care more than private issues.

“He did send the others, I guess,” I grumbled as the latest round of falling rock subsided. “Okay, we need to get out there and…” Nausea hit me, doubling me over and making me gag as the world seemed to wash out even more.

Pain began to build in me, starting in my stomach and chest and radiating outwards, even as my teeth lengthened without active thought.

“Ach…illes…” I groaned, bracing myself and hissing in pain.

Hunger.

“Yes!”

We… we must feed, Ajax! Achilles’ voice was slow at first, but grew more and more impassioned as he spoke, clearly as desperate as I was. The nanites, we need more! The hunger, the need!

I nodded shakily, twisting and digging myself free frantically, dragging myself free of the lee of the rock, ignoring the risk of falling rocks as I turned, searching in all directions.

We were close to one wall on the left, arcing around behind us. But, to the right, a slope led downward, and straight ahead, a collapse had opened the wall to another cave.

Above us, seemingly far overhead, the rain streamed in steadily, the rapidly darkening sky making it clear that I’d been unconscious for less than an hour.

More slabs of rock had partially covered the way I’d fallen, suggesting several layers of caves between me and the surface, but none of that mattered now.

What did was the scent of blood.

I shifted slowly, sniffing, my mouth falling open as I tasted the air, long-dormant animal instincts taking over as I searched, moving quickly toward the broken wall and clambering up and through the shattered gap.

The next cave was much as the last had been, save that there were two passages in the smooth rock, one to the left and one to the right, as well as a mass of shattered and sharp rock covering the ground.

I cast about, searching the air and the ground, finding no hint until a second scream and a roar of anger rang out to the right.

I was off!

Injuries forgotten as I hurried, staggering over the rock, diving head-first into a tight gap, dragging myself through. The sounds of fighting ahead rang out as I wriggled and writhed, trying to get through a gap that was far too small for me.

I felt skin tearing, the lubrication of blood actually helping me to push forward a few more inches, until I could see around the blockage, and I snarled.

The passageway had been partially blocked in the cave in, a massive slab now covering most of the gap. But the section I’d dove into, at the bottom right, was just wide enough that I could probably squeeze through…

Probably.

I was halfway already, my head through and out the other side, my chest caught on an outcropping. I hissed in frustration, then took a deep breath and blew it all out, making my chest as small as possible. A distant memory of the pilot I’d been seemingly so long ago resurfaced, of me exulting in my glorious medium size, rather than those large fuckers!

I got another inch, then two, before getting wedged.

I tried to push farther, couldn’t, and tried to go back… shit, wedged! I took a breath, or I tried to, a tiny fragment of air getting in and that was all, and panic started to rise.

Frantically, I twisted, kicked, writhing, until I managed to get an arm through. The scrape of the metal across the stone sent a brief, bright flare of sparks into the cavern, and a sound rang out nearby… a snuffling of another creature!

I gritted my teeth, bracing my arm and working to get the other through. Planting a hand and shoving, then tugging, then pulling again, I moved a fraction of an inch at a time, until finally, I could suck down a glorious lungful of air.

The panic receded a little, and the frantic hunger rose as a repton, clearly injured, limped around a slab of rock and hissed in pleasure at finding me trapped.

I hissed as well, in hunger, reaching for the fucker.

It hesitated only a second, then launched itself at me, the claw-tipped legs driving forward.

Both arms came up instinctively, the metal of the left blocking the sharp claw easily, my right forearm suffering as the meat was cut into.

I forced the claws away from my face and chest, the tips scouring the stone nearby, and I distantly realized the tactical error I’d made.

We both had two arms to fight with. The repton, however, also had a massive maw filled with razor-sharp teeth that were open wider than my head. My mouth just wasn’t in the same league.

I punched across and released one claw to sink into my upper chest as I reached up with my metal arm and grabbed the lower jaw, twisting it sideways and dragging it forward.

I let go of the other arm as well, pulling the creature in close and sinking my teeth into its throat. Ignoring the panicked writhing and tearing down by its talons, I fed frantically, stripping the nanites free as Achilles processed them.

MORE.

That one word, that desperate need from Achilles galvanized me. I slammed my palms against the rock, shoving hard and roaring as the body toppled sideways, and I tore my skin in a dozen places.

I cleared the rock, though, falling to the ground on the far side, and twisted, sinking my teeth into the repton again as it tried to crawl away.

I fed fast, desperate for more, as nanites were separated off for repairs, for repowering the mass I’d drained to the brink of death… and another sound nearby drew my attention.

The roar rang out again, followed by a smack of something hitting metal, and a cry of pain. I grinned through bloody lips.

More food.

I was up and off, dragging myself several lengths on all fours, before grabbing a rock and hauling myself upright as I turned a corner, staring out at the space before me.

The cavern fell away ahead, a lower level exposed and mainly clear. Roots of several of the massive trees wound down and dipped into the steady stream of an underground river. The river ran around the outer edge of the cavern below me, with a wide open space in the center and two pits, one filled with bones and remains, and the other…

The other held at least a dozen elves, and two of them were in the remnants of uniforms, their battered power armor smashed free like a crab shucked of its shell and dumped for feeding on later.

In the middle of the cavern, standing over the third elven trooper—the only one still clad in their armor and struggling, held prone by reptons—was the smaller banshee, along with the larger one that lay slumped to one side. The remains of a smaller humanoid figure laid next to them, consumed.

“Hi honey, I’m home!” I grinned and yelled as I stepped up to the edge, freezing the cavern into immobility Everyone looked up, seeing the crazy human clone covered in blood, a shredded uniform, and with my blade and club still sheathed.

I didn’t need it, though.

I didn’t need weapons for a fucking feast.


Chapter Forty-Five

I leaped forward, the drop being less than a dozen meters. The nanites I’d just consumed gave me enough of a boost that I couldn’t help it, grinning at them as I fell, landing alongside three of the reptons and a snake thing.

I slammed a pulse of gravity out as I landed, making myself lighter so I could take the landing without injury and stunning those around me. Two of the reptons were sent flying, bouncing off the nearby wall with the force of the blast.

Then I attacked.

The snake was first. I stepped sideways and smashed my left fist down on the back of the fucker’s head as it lunged. I drove its face into the rock again and again, battering it before exposing the unarmored section behind the crest. I lifted the entire beast, sinking my teeth in and tearing great chunks of nanites free as Achilles frantically processed them.

A repton, less disoriented than the others, leaped at me. I let go of the snake with one hand, backhanding the beast and sending a fast, and weak pulse from the projector into its face, directed and honed down from the wide-area pulses I’d been using.

Energy available: 7%

Small, directed pulses cost 2%

Medium pulses cost 3-10%

Large area pulses, like the one above that set off the collapse, cost 50-100%

I sucked harder, tasting the nectar of the fucking gods as the nanites flowed into me, and the blood gushed into my mouth before spitting the snake out and dropping it as I glared at the banshees.

“You!” I snarled, pointing one finger at the alpha or queen or whatever it was.

It spat something out, its voice warbling and painful to hear, as the reptons released the elven figure they had been holding trapped, instead racing toward me.

To my right lay the splattered bloody mess that was the last repton. The directed pulse I’d released into its face had been enough, combined with the impact of my backhand, to shatter its head. In fact, the mouth looked like it’d bitten down on a claymore.

The next few seconds were frantic; the other two reptons had bounded to their feet and were closing, as were the rest. I spun, kicking the clattering front legs out from the one that had been closing from behind me on the left. Ducking and clamping my right hand over its mouth, I crushed with all the enhanced strength I possessed in that cybernetic hand, then twisted it.

Its body was tumbling to the right, thanks to the swept legs, and I snapped the head left, the pop and crack of the vertebrae making it clear that I didn’t need to worry about that fucker anymore.

The next, now on the left as I continued to spin, leaped at me, arms and mouth opening wide, only to snap shut in a crunch of bone as I threw myself onto my back and kicked upward. My right foot took it under the chin and sent it flipping over and over as it flew past.

I rolled onto my front, shoving off and coming up from the leaning-front-rest position. I grinned as Achilles updated the details.

Energy available; 21%. Recommend area pulse.

I slammed both arms forward, palms slapping together as I let loose with a directed area pulse, a meter wide at the base, but rolling out in an arc to cover nearly ninety degrees ahead of me.

The charging mass of nine reptons were hit almost all at once, picked up and thrown backward like they’d been slapped by a giant hand. The farthest left one, I deliberately excluded from the wave.

It stumbled, its pack suddenly vanishing in a blast of over-pressure and howls of pain, flying teeth, and claws and blood. It hesitated and met me coming the other way as I leaped at it.

It reared up, tail coiling under it, stabbing forward with both talon tips… and I caught them in either hand. There was a moment of frozen uncertainty as it tried to bite at me, the jaws snapping shut a good foot from my face as I sneered, twisting its own limbs to block it. Then I twisted them again, letting loose a directed small pulse from each hand.

The forelimbs shattered, snapping apart in my hands. It opened its mouth, screaming. I released the remains of the arms and lunged, grabbing the top and bottom jaws, lifting the struggling, panicked creature into the air and holding it between me and the banshees, its fellows, and the elf they’d previously had pinned.

They all watched in terrified fascination as I slowly pulled my hands apart, tearing the reptile's head in two.

Blood fountained free, the creature filling the air with desperate squealing and agonized cries, and the effect on the rest of its pack…

Whatever the hold over them by the banshees, they weren’t ready to face me after everything they’d seen and experienced. The pack broke, scattering and heading for the farthest reaches of the cavern, vanishing down passages as the banshees stepped up to face me.

Behind them, the elven trooper rolled, falling onto the ground nearest the fragments of the armor their comrades had been wearing. They grabbed at a few sections, frantically pulling parts loose.

“Can you speak?” I called out to the banshees, stalling for time as the insane aspect of the hunger finally subsided a little. I reached down, picking up the remains of a repton, lifting it and glancing it over as if unconcerned about the banshees.

Warning: 8% power available before we risk loss of functions again. Please feed!

I heard him speaking at the same time as I plucked the remains up and sank my teeth into the creature, watching as a pair of snake things crawled down the walls to flank the banshees, and I pulled on the meat, hard.

The sluggish flow of the nanite-permeated blood drew up into my teeth, but I didn’t have long. I tore off a chunk as a counter popped up in the edge of my vision, and I nodded my thanks to Achilles, knowing he’d understand.

The eight became nine, then ten, but as it reached eleven, a shout from the prisoners held in the pits behind me rang out.

“Behind you!”

I dove to the left on instinct, rolling and coming to my feet even as the snake that had been creeping up slammed into the space I’d just occupied.

It landed, then twisted and launched itself at me again. The other two raced forward, the banshees stepping up and opening their mouths.

The sight of them readying to use their horrific ability gave me pause; the sonic attack was by far the greatest threat, but the snakes…

I triggered a two-percent pulse, lashing out with an uppercut, catching the closest snake under the chin and practically beheading it. The twitching corpse flashed past, somersaulting as it went.

Then I leaped, catching the next, slapping one hand down atop its flat head. I drove it down toward the ground as I punched out with the right, triggering a pulse.

The other snake that had been flashing forward crumpled, the head, mainly cartilage, crushed inward, blood spraying as it thrashed around.

I spun, reaching down and clamping onto the second snake with both hands, lifting and spinning, using the momentum of the spin and triggering a medium pulse—at a four-percent cost—as I threw the fucker at the banshees.

The elder took that snake to the face, staggering as its barely-begun sonic attack was cut off by its servant’s flailing form.

The other, though, opened its mouth wide and let loose with a great blast of an attack.

The air shuddered, and my ears throbbed. Achilles had shut off the auditory nerves in time, but the pain washed over me and flowed onward. I couldn’t hear it, but I knew the people in the pit behind me must be suffering from the attack as well.

My feet slid as I was shoved back by the attack, wave upon wave flowing over and through me. My arms’ metallic components shook as the queen rose and joined in. Her screech of fury and hatred made my organs pulse in agony as it rose in pitch.

I triggered the directed pulse. I was at three percent, exactly what I needed for the weakest medium pulse, but… if I took us down to zero, there was a serious risk that I’d kill Achilles.

The two percent pulse wasn’t enough, not to block them, nor to fight them, not really. But it was enough, powered through my right foot as I shoved off, sending me flying at them.

I landed a meter from them, the pain of the attack magnifying as I got closer. My eyes felt like they were bursting, blood running from my orifices as I punched out, catching the queen in the stomach and cutting off her attack, even as the other was hit from behind.

I could barely see, fighting on instinct as Achilles spoke.

The elven trooper has the other banshee. Focus on this one and FEEEED!

I screamed as the need overtook me, the red hunger rising as I struck out, my vision failing as huge numbers of my blood vessels continued their cascading failure from the scream.

Its remaining arm, the left one, latched onto my head, claws digging in. One punctured my eye, and I felt its triumph as it expected me to collapse and give up.

Instead, I went mad.

The rising desperation of the hunger, the need to feed, the pain, the loss of the world around me as my senses failed, and the certain knowledge that the one thing that could save me was also the one thing that every instinct, that everything that was me, needed and wanted me to do?

I grabbed its wrist with my right hand and squeezed, the whirring of the servos silent thanks to the smoothness or the mechanism, but the effect was probably anything but.

The bones and chitinous exterior shattered at almost the same time as I twisted its grip and drew the hand down to my right before punching out with my left fist.

I was aiming for the elbow joint, as Achilles threw up a projected image of the creature in our mind, adjusting my strike ever so slightly.

The blow landed on the fully locked and extended elbow joint, the bones and the hinge that held them seeming to detonate as my metal fist passed through.

I dropped the remainder of the arm, grabbing its upper arm as it reeled back, trying to escape. Then I chopped down with the left, cracking a leg then catching it again and worming my fingers into the shattered sheath that had protected it, even as I released with the right… and slapped it over the fucker’s face.

I squeezed, hard. Bones cracked, shifting under my grip, and I pulled the bastard down, mouth opening wide and teeth lengthening before I sank them into the fucker’s throat, and at last, I fed.


Chapter Forty-Six

I lost myself in the act of feeding, the glorious red rush of blood and nanites pouring into me, and the roar of triumph that Achilles let loose into our mind as I did it… well.

It was right.

Time passed, I had no clue how much, though, as we literally gorged on the creature. This one was not only more highly evolved than anything else we’d faced, but it was literally saturated with nanites.

We’d expected over two hundred nanites, that was true, but by the time my vision returned, the nanites having been diverted to repair tasks as soon as Achilles recovered himself enough to manage it. We were at nearly five hundred, even after those which had been sequestered for repairs and repowering.

That number kept climbing as my senses slowly returned, and the all-consuming, desperate need to feed slowly faded away.

At seven hundred, I saw the figure sitting across from me. The sounds that had been filtering around me for some time finally took on meaning.

Hushed voices, scared but, but respectful? Thankful? No. It couldn’t be. They were happier than they had been, though, that was for sure.

I focused on him as he lifted a hand, holding it toward me, flat, showing he held no weapon. I growled deep in my throat at him in challenge.

Seconds passed, and he did nothing. My gaze tracked over him, noting details, the scuffed armor, the blood stains, the scratches and cracks, the rifle laid on the floor next to him, within easy reach, but…

But left on the ground.

I glanced from the rifle, to the trooper, seeing the still-upraised hand, and the sheathed knife on his hip, the handgun on the other side, the…

I spat the flesh out as I drew back, dropping the well-drained corpse to the side and glaring at Jujinkai, as I finally woke up enough to recognize him.

“Are you okay?” he asked.

I growled a little, unconsciously as I reached up and wiped my chin, my tongue flickering over my lips and tasting the last vestiges of the meal I’d just abandoned. “Like you care?”

“I do.” His hand dropped to his knee as he lowered his head, breaking eye contact, and bowed to me three times.

Even from a sitting position, it looked damn impressive, and to do it in power armor, well, it seemed like a hell of an accomplishment all on its own.

“I apologize,” he said formally. “I underestimated the enemy, and for that, I have lost five troopers. I should have lost more. The entire squad I sent should have, and more could have died, possibly including more of my own team, as we delved into an established nest.”

He straightened, looking at me grim-faced.

“This was my fault,” he admitted flatly. “As such, I will offer my commission to the Gardener and recommend that another takes my place. Regardless of that, I believed that sending you to face a cave banshee, even knowing that your nanites would likely repair your hearing before you landed, would grant two favorable outcomes.

“First and foremost, experience. I believed it would teach you that you needed to study, to understand this world. That, in turn, would bind you more to us, as you inevitably asked to train with the teams and finally showed humility.

“Secondly, should you have any hidden abilities, you would demonstrate them, and we would learn of them, enabling us to teach you and integrate you into the team, as well as learning of any personal flaws.”

“Personal… you mean if I was a coward or not?” I whispered, licking my lips.

“Essentially,” he answered. “I believed there was a single cave banshee here, from the tracking data we had. Judging from the experiences we have had with human warriors, and your own demonstrated abilities and determination thus far, I believed you would be able to eliminate such a creature without too much risk. I planned to launch a second squad that would land just out of sight and provide you with a degree of protection.”

“That went poorly,” I replied.

“A secondary breach in the southern fields threatened a group of civilians, as well as a significant portion of the foodstuffs for that quadrant. I was forced to divert them there instead, while I led a routine search and cauterization of the east coast.”

He broke off and blew out a long breath, his visor retracting as he shook his head.

“I am sorry, Ajax,” he repeated. “I risked you, and the risk that I believed was minor was, in fact, far more significant than that faced by any of the other teams.

“I ordered you back to send reinforcements because the sight in the barn made it clear there was more than a single monster in the area. Cave banshees have been known to domesticate other creatures to serve them.

“When I suspected that one had managed that? It changed the mission from a search and possibly rescue with a single banshee to an area elimination. Such a nest has to be stopped at all costs, or they can grow beyond any management. The south of the second continent, did you see it from orbit?” he asked.

I frowned. “I think so; it was shiny?”

“It was subjected to plasma bombardment, but not that of your former comrades. Gardener ordered the continent scoured, rather than allow the spreading of a similar contagion.”

“And that would have happened here?” I asked incredulously.

“No, not yet, anyway, but a month or more from now? Six? If we’d not found out about this nest, it could have gone that way. Looking at it now, I see the signs, yet I sent you here alone.”

“Don’t forget my toy knife and stick,” I pointed out, still a little salty over the weapons, or the lack thereof.

“And yes, I apologize for that, as well.”

“No comments on this?” I asked, gesturing toward the corpse of the banshee after the silence had dragged out for a few seconds.

“What do you wish me to say?” he asked, glancing at the body then at me.

“I don’t know… something about me being an animal?” I asked, confused, gesturing at the torn open throat and the way I’d been feeding.

“You were pushed past the point you should have been able to continue. According to orbital high-level examination, you somehow cratered the entire farm area, rather than permit the spread of the nest. That you then ate a highly evolved cave banshee queen, in the process of rescuing nearly thirty of our locals and three of my own team?” He shrugged. “At another time, this would no doubt have drawn comment. As it is, however? You did what you had to do.”

“That’s… right?” That defense literally had been on the tip of my tongue, as I fully expected to be locked away in a padded cell after that. He saw the look on my face and snorted, shaking his head.

“You forget, Ajax, I am not human. We are all elven; our situational norms are not yours. Your species is but recently evolved to reach space, let alone becoming involved in the interstellar war we have suffered for hundreds of years.

“Pragmatism is a mainstay of our species now. What is, is; what will be, will be. Yes, your feeding on the banshee and apparently others of the nanite-evolved creatures is… unusual, and as far as I know, unique. It was something that you were forced to resort to due to the situation, though, is that not correct?”

“It is,” I replied, feeling this was all a bit too surreal. “I had to develop a way to draw the nanites out.”

“And the operating system you clearly are using?” He asked.

“It’s rudimentary,” I hedged. “It seems to understand me a little, but it takes a while to do anything.”

Oh, thank you so much…

“Did it help you with this?” he asked, gesturing vaguely around and watching me carefully as I nodded.

“It did. Well, it showed me a countdown as I used the gravity projector and more.”

“So, it’s aware in part, and is trying to serve you,” he muttered, reaching up and scratching at his scalp, letting out a little groan. “As much as the armor is a life saver, the itching is frustrating.”

“My helmet was the same.” I took a deep breath and let go of at least some of the dislike I had toward the trooper. “No matter what I did, the damn thing made my head itch.”

“All the technology at our disposal on both sides, and we still can’t manage to do away with that, eh?”

“It’s true.” I shrugged. “Ummm, what now?”

“Now, we leave the tunnels. There are, no doubt, creatures left down here. But we are in no state to hunt them. Most likely, we will deploy drones, secure the area, then deploy expanding security foam and refill the caves. They won’t be as secure as solid stone, but they’ll be strong enough to rebuild on.”

“Rebuild?” I asked, stunned. “But the deaths, the…”

“All the planet is a battleground, Ajax,” he said sadly. “The fleet damaged the greater projectors, destroying the orbital solar array. We have neither the power nor the facilities to make the area safe from the monsters. All we can do is install better defenses and hold on as we wait for more ships to take the people to another world, one deeper in alliance territory.”

“But surely people won’t want to come here… not after what happened?”

“Requests have already been made from some of the survivors,” he replied sadly. “They are aware we can offer them no promises, but to be closer to the place where they lost their families? To be able to tend to the land as their loved ones are born again, their essence reaching back up and through the plants that will surround them? I cannot refuse the requests.”

“Humans… yeah, we’re very different.” I grumbled as I rubbed my eyes.

“I have seen,” he replied, a hint of grim amusement clear in his voice as he picked his rifle up and attached it back to his back. “I am sorry; I had to be sure you were no longer a threat,” he offered, seeing me glance at the rifle.

“It’s fine. A human would have shot me on sight,”

“Because you were feeding on the banshee?”

“That’s part of it. We, well, we kinda have legends of creatures that fed on animals… and humans.”

“Do not most humans subsist on animal flesh as well as grains?”

“We eat pretty much anything, but…” I looked at him, seeing the confusion and deciding it was better he didn’t understand. “You know what, it’s fine. Thanks for not shooting me in the face.”

“I am glad I didn’t have to. Next time, however… should you lose yourself and be deemed a threat to innocents, understand that, if I can, I will end you.”

The look he gave me… it was clear he was trying to be a friend, while offering to shoot me in the fucking face. I opened my mouth to tell him to get fucked, then shut it again.

“Thank you, Jujinkai.” I whispered. “Is there… is there anything I need to know?” I asked, glancing upward, worrying whether I’d hurt anyone when I’d been out of control, or if the collapse had killed people.

“We are reduced to walking back to the base, I suspect, but beyond that, no. You acquitted yourself admirably, and… should I remain in command of the squad after my meeting with Gardener, you would be welcome to join us as a full member.”

“No more ‘training’?” I asked, a smile tugging at the corner of my lips.

“There is always training. Always, we must improve, but you would no longer be… less… in the eyes of the troopers. All are aware that, without you, the area would have been lost, as would all of the team and probably more in rooting them out.”

“Do I get a gun?” I asked. He actually smiled for the first time.

“I think… we can probably stretch to that.”

“And armor?”

“You begin training with it tomorrow.” He paused, then winced. “The day after.”

“Why?”

“The walk is considerable. You are clearly injured, and as such, we could requisition transport for you, but…”

“But it’d mean taking transport away from people fleeing the planet or trying to get to safety?”

“You grow used to the concerns I face.”

I grinned.

The nanites we inserted into the hunting platform are still responding.

“There might be another option,” I told Jujinkai, looking around as he led the way up a shallow bank to the upper section of the cave.

“Oh?”

The next section, take a left.

“This way,” I said, stepping up and passing him, nodding to a trooper that stood in full power armor watching us both. “How many of us are there?”

“Seven, counting yourself.”

It will be tight, but better than walking.

The narrow passage to the left was short and thankfully clear, only taking a minute or so to traverse. But when we exited, we came out into the main cavern, surrounded by fallen stone, sheets of metal, and more.

There.

I moved around a strange pillar, the fractured pattern standing out and followed the targeting reticle in my vision, finding a section of the composite wall laid atop my target.

“What do you have?” Jujinkai asked, stepping up and helping me as I strained to lift the panel.

The augmented strength of the power armor was clear as he lifted the section, then grunted, tossing it aside.

“Troopers! On me! Barceló, front and center,” he called, and the others came jogging over. Most were armed and armored as he was, their armor scratched and battered, but one stood out as markedly different.

He stood head and shoulders above the others, as wide almost as well, in massively heavy plates of armoring. Spikes showed on each shoulder, on the gauntlets he wore, and on the knees and extending behind the elbows.

He was clearly neither human nor elf, and Jujinkai chuckled as he saw my instinctive reaction.

“Typical human, always you seek to challenge those around you.”

I frowned at him, shaking my head quickly. “You’re crazy, right?” I asked, inclining my head. “He’s fucking huge!”

“And yet, rather than step aside, you stepped between him and the device you have uncovered. Rather than back away, you move in challenge. Your race is a strange one.”

“I…” I looked down and around, then stepped to the side, shaking my head. I thought about trying to explain the instinctive maneuver, that I’d been getting space to move, to defend myself, not to challenge, but they looked at the world very differently. “Whatever, man. Who is this?”

“I am Barceló,” he replied, his voice surprisingly smooth for something so fucking huge. A memory came to me, one from the freighter.

Dozens of these creatures sitting comfortably in a circle, a simple small brazier on the deck between them as each offered a tiny portion of their flesh to it, the craggy skin hardening as soon as it left their touch.

“A titan,” I whispered. “You’re a titan.”

“Titanus Barceló Veritas,” he replied, inclining his head.

I nodded back, stunned. The memories of his kind that I had… they’d given up war, given up all forms of violence, after their wars had destroyed their home world.

Less than a thousand of their species survived, as far as I knew, and they’d all sworn to do no harm. The group that those in my memories had interacted with had been on a pilgrimage, sacrificing a section of their flesh in ritual to beg their ancestors to forgive them for their crimes.

They were staunch pacifists…

“I thought…” I cleared my throat, looking him over and seeing the shreds of creature’s flesh that still dangled from his armor. “I thought the titans swore…”

“We shall do no harm to those who do no harm to us first.” Barceló stated calmly, reaching out and sliding a hand under the edge of the flier. The enormous titan set himself and lifted the flier on his own with a grunt.

I moved in as the others stepped up as well, taking some of the load and helping to turn it over, setting it right on dented skids.

“Dammit,” Jujinkai whispered, gesturing to the control panel. “Ah well, everyone, it was worth…”

I can still control it.

I reached out as Jujinkai gave up on the machine.

“Power on,” I whispered. Achilles did as I asked, triggering the engines. “Lift.” The engine ramped up, slowly but steadily, lifting off the ground as silence fell all around us.

“How are you doing that?” Jujinkai asked slowly.

“I pushed nanites into it earlier in the fight, trying to make a connection. I linked it to me, as I was planning on using it as a final option.”

“How?”

“I was going to fly it straight up, then dive it down into the fucker,” I explained.

“Its drive is a gravity repulsor, limited to perhaps ten meters of clearance.” One of the others commented.

“Well, I didn’t know that.” I said. “But even from ten meters, that fucker would hurt.”

“I’m more intrigued by the control method,” Jujinkai replied.

“Yeah that’s a bit rudimentary; the nanites are linked, but…” I shrugged. “There’s only so much I can do. The majority of those I fed on were needed for repairs. I’d try and create a control surface, but…”

“You need nanites?” Jujinkai asked, and I nodded. “Give him half of each of the containers you hold,” he ordered the others, rolling his left wrist over to expose a control panel.

His fingers danced across the keys, and a few seconds later, a small port irised open in the back of his left forearm.

“What’s that?” I asked, confused.

“This?” he asked, smiling as he extended the arm, offering it to me. “Tell me, Ajax, can you absorb the nanites through your skin? Or must it be in your mouth?”

We can do skin. Achilles said to me quickly. If he’s offering more nanites, take them. Reach out and hold them in your hand; I’ll open a connection.

“We… I can,” I corrected, seeing the smile as I clearly gave away more than I’d intended.

“We have a standard mission parameter of harvesting as many functional nanites as possible for the scientists from the beasts we kill. Most are simply wiped then added to our stores, so giving you half of those we have?” He shrugged. “I think you earned them.”

I held my hand out, and he slid a virtual lever along, clearly disgorging the nanites as the gleaming black mass pooled on the surface.

I laid my hand on the mass, seeing the active nanites extending pseudopods around my fingers, exploring me with their rudimentary hive mind… until a sharp scratch in my recently flesh-covered palm opened a passage through the skin, and my own nanites extended a call to them.

Instantly the mass changed, going from almost amoebic in its movements, to determined. The mass left Jujinkai’s armor, balling up in my palm. As they filtered inside, a new message floated up before my eyes, the counter rolling higher and higher as I accepted more and more from them all.

Confirm intent:

Repair: Basic repairs completed

Advanced Repair Options now available

Upgrade: Yes/No

Cost:

Advanced repairs: 100+

Preapproved Outstanding: 1281

Upgrade: 100+

External focus: 100+

Current stores: 1784

I chose external focus, seeing the list of designs flooding my vision, and I frantically pared them down, muttering as I did so, recruiting Achilles’ help.

“Okay… control panels for the flier…”

A new section flashed up, opening before me, three top-level options for the flier showing themselves.

Cost

Repairs: 100+

Upgrades: 100+

Frame Alterations: 1000+

Current stores: 1784

“Control… control…” I muttered, as the repairs option and the upgrades option both flashed. I selected repairs, finding that I could literally fix everything, from returning it to factory settings, including the original paint job at three hundred and sixteen units, all the way to the bare minimum repairs for a hundred and twenty-seven units.

The upgrades option, though, was a LOT more fun.


Chapter Forty-Seven

The new menu that slid up into my vision made me smile. The clear opportunity—if I had enough damn nanites—to literally make anything I wanted was insanely tempting.

Upgrade cost

Propulsion: 100+

Command and control: 250+

Armaments: 100+

Current stores: 1784

Remember, I can only create things we’ve come across before or that I have access to. Do you wish for a breakdown of the options?

I nodded as though deep in thought for the benefit of the others, and Achilles went on.

Very well. So, the propulsion category is self-explanatory, I believe? Essentially, we can upgrade the current engine. The cheapest option would be a full repair and tuning; that would come under the repair sub-heading inside that selection and would cost us one hundred and six points.

It would increase the speed that the craft is capable of by nearly three times and reduce the chance of a catastrophic system failure by almost a hundred percent.

The most expensive viable option in this tree would be to replace the engine with a full reaction mass variant. As I say, this is the most expensive at nine hundred and thirty-seven and would be inefficient.

I would need to test and discard several versions before it was ready. Taking that into account, it would save us, at best, three hours over walking the distance by the time the tests and reconstruction are complete. There are numerous other options I have marked up, but honestly, repair and tuning is the most efficient, given the current mass available and our needs.

Command and control is more appropriate, though, with options for a dedicated control facility. One that is physical and verifiable for the other, and conceals our control methods as much as possible.

Options here range from a simple control stick and throttle to a fully enclosed sphere with everything from visual tracking displays and seating to facilities to add other machines that come under our control later. Essentially a variant on a starship’s control bridge.

First of all, we’d need to collect a great deal more nanites to do that though, and we don’t have a need for it, either.

I recommend a control stick and throttle.

Lastly, and the most fun: armaments.

We can add blades to the outer edges of the vehicle for one hundred per quadrant, four in total. While they would be short and of limited utility, they would be razor-sharp and provide some defense should anything attack us.

I grinned at the sudden mental image of us riding the platform at waist height across the ground, nets set up to collect bodies hanging beneath, with me screaming “ramming speed” as we cut through dozens of enemies.

With access to the rifles earlier, I have some of the necessary input I need to recreate such weapons.

I could repurpose this vehicle—for a mere fifty thousand units—to make a passable mobile gun platform, centered around a simple railgun design. While I think this is the most appealing, knowing you, it is also inefficient and highly costly.

I would need several hours to fully absorb and examine the rifle design, as opposed to a simple linkage. Then, I would need to redesign and adapt it.

While a gun platform, one that is highly mobile and capable of orbital interdiction is tempting, again, I feel it would be a waste, and it would require an ongoing investment for ammunition.

I await your decision.

“Hmmm, okay,” I said aloud, as if considering the matter. “What we need is a decent, if basic control facility, and the system to be repaired as much as possible. I’d rather not go too complicated here, just in case.”

“A wise choice,” Jujinkai agreed, nodding. “How long will it take?”

“For a simple control stick, a throttle, and the repairs to the engines?” I asked.

He nodded.

An hour, no more.

“Maybe an hour? An hour and a half?” I said as if unsure.

“And the speeds it will be capable of?”

I shrugged. “Probably around what it was capable of before.”

“Even with all of the team aboard?”

Another hundred and fifteen, and we can extend the usable area, provided you can add the relevant mass to the structure. I can adjust it and attach?

“Yeah, that works.” I said aloud as several panels were highlighted in my vision. “Okay, as many of us as there are, we need to extend the space on the top and maybe increase the engine’s power. Any chance of, maybe another quarter of the nanites?” I tried, getting a shake of Jujinkai’s head.

“We are required to hand over as many nanites as we can. Those given to you so far are as many as I can justify at this point. I’m sorry. The research team require them as well.”

“Just looking at the space aboard,” I tried again, gesturing to the top of the flier.

“We can take turns running alongside at full speed,” He countered, shaking his head.

“Dammit, okay.” I agreed reluctantly. “I’ll need a hand to move parts over though, Barceló?” I asked the huge titan, and he stepped forward.

The next ten minutes passed quickly. With Barceló’s help, I moved several sections of the former farm’s paneling over, bending, cutting, and adjusting them as Achilles requested, laying a thin mass of black nanites across the attachment points as I went before depositing the rest in the center, over the engine.

While the nanites did the first stage, and the others gathered up the various discarded weapons and general crap, I moved off back to the cave banshee queen, determined to make damn sure that there was no way Jujinkai could later claim that I’d not fulfilled my end of the mission.

Just in case. It only took a minute, and once it was done and the package secured, I returned to the platform, waiting as patiently as I could while the nanites worked, and I pretended to control them.

The original hunting platform was designed to be ridden by a handful of individuals. It was essentially a curved stand, arcing upwards in the middle, with four fins that it would rest atop normally when unpowered.

The engine was in the center and was a simple anti-gravity propulsion drive, designed to lift the device into the air and carry it along silently. Overall, it was shaped like a D when seen from above, with the curve at the front and a railing that ran around the middle of the upper level to provide both a resting point to shoot from and a comfortable restraining place, should the passengers need to relax.

Now, though, it was slightly larger. The back of the D had been curved upward, providing a more comfortable resting place for the majority of us, and a few additional panels along the front would reduce drag as we went.

It was far from graceful.

Hell, any designer would view it as an abomination.

The elves and the titan regarded it as a Frankenstein’s monster of a craft. But once we were all aboard, and the control stick had been assembled—the original one was simply slapped into place and reformed by the seething mass—their attitude changed drastically.

“It is undoubtedly a human design,” Jujinkai muttered, shaking his head as he stood next to me. He rested one hand on the railing and stared at the hodge-podge of parts slapped together.

“What’s that?” I asked, trying to be sociable and move past things.

“The design. I am not being insulting, but human designs… they are frequently graceless, merely functional, and this?”

“Yeah?”

“It is very human.”

“Well, fuck you very much,” I said, forcing myself to be cheerful. “You want to get off and walk?”

“No… as I say, Ajax, I mean no offense, but…” He leaned on the railing and stared into the distance, his power armor’s glass open and his short hair ruffling in the stiff breeze of our passage. “You are strange creatures.”

“You have no fucking idea,” I muttered.

“We—the elven alliance I mean—usually build with the intention of permanency, wherever possible. We design carefully, taking into account the probable upgrades and refinements, and we look for the most efficient methods. For example, a design that may cost more in terms of construction and deployment now, but that will be upgradable in the future, reducing the cost overall.”

“Right?”

“Humans…”

“We just go for it.” I agreed, seeing the point as I looked over the bastardized creation we rode.

“You just go for it,” he agreed. “There are times when it is a strength. Now, for example, I much prefer riding this device back to the base rather than running and walking it. It is both much easier for us and more efficient. Should another attack come, we will be in place to meet it much faster and could requisition a transport, should we need it for that, but…”

“But the transport could cost innocent lives. And, while this looks like shit, it does the job. Despite that, it’s a waste of good nanites and more?”

“It is just very human,” he repeated, forcing a smile. “Your kind are so inefficient in many ways. Yet, when it comes to war? You just…” He paused, clearly looking for the right words.

“We just go for it!”

“Yes, you throw yourselves into battle almost joyfully? I understand the adrenal boost that such a situation provides, and yes, I ‘enjoy’ the fight as much as most. But the way that you and your kind approach it? Athos had most of his suit monitors damaged, but two visual ones survived, did you know that?”

“Nope,” I answered. “No clue who that is.”

“Him,” Jujinkai said simply, gesturing to one of the figures off to one side.

I looked over, seeing the elf in power armor who had been the last of the original lot to arrive. Where the others had been taken on a medical recovery craft, he’d stayed, his armor battered but still functional—mostly—and he was determined to stay with the team.

I turned back to Jujinkai and motioned for him to go on.

“The monitor transmitted a vid of things as they were happening. We saw the banshees and that they had Athos, and we’d watched the others being stripped of their armor, being set aside as a meal for later.

“We watched our fellow troopers being prepared for slaughter, and we were powerless, enclosed in our transport pods, desperately wishing that somehow we could cross the distance faster.” He shook his head in disbelief.

“Then you stroll out of the darkness, shout a greeting, and proceed to slaughter everything that opposed you. Literally, your body breaking down from a close range sonic blast of horrific potency, and despite your eyes bursting, your body shutting down, you fought a cave banshee queen in melee, then you ate it.”

“Yeah, humans are… well we just don’t tend to play well with others,” I said, wincing. “You said you didn’t have a problem with me eating it, though.”

“And I do not,” he assured me. “We make adjustments for the different races. Barceló—for example—must pray after battle, offering a strip of his own flesh to his ancestors in penance for taking each life of a sentient. This has on occasion, left him unable to perform his regular duties as efficiently, after a particularly large battle. I accept this, as he more than makes up for the slight inconveniences we encounter.

“You, I suspect, will be similar to fight alongside. That you need to feed upon our enemies? It is unusual, I admit, but in exchange for a warrior of the caliber you have demonstrated yourself to be? I can make adjustments.”

“Well, thanks,” I said dryly, unsure of what else to say.

If I was with a human squad? I’d have been shot by now, probably booted out, or would be under psych evaluations at the very least. The best I could hope for? Probably to have to hide my feeding and to be socially ostracized.

Instead, the elves and the titan genuinely didn’t seem to give a fuck.

It was kinda nice, actually, in a very weird way.

“Okay, so when we get back, what happens?” I asked, and Jujinkai glanced over at me quizzically, waiting for me to explain. “I mean, do I need to be examined or anything, or are we training, or?”

“Ah…” He said, nodding. “Of course, you are unfamiliar with our ways. First, on arrival to the base, we are examined to make sure we are healthy, and are not carrying any contaminants or parasites into the base. This is generally by a deep scan, but clearly this is not an option with you.” He paused rubbing his chin in thought.

“It may be that we need to come up with a new plan in that regard, or…”

“I’d know if there was a parasite,” I said firmly. “Believe me, after the last week or so? I’d know.”

“Would you tell us?”

“Well, yeah?” I frowned. “Of course I would!”

The next minute or so was awkward as we looked at each other then back out across the rapidly passing hillsides.

Clearly, he didn’t believe that I would, and to be fair… I’d been lying to him all this time. I felt he should believe me, because I was a really trustworthy person, but…

“Yeah all right, I deserved that,” I agreed after a while, angling the control stick slightly to send us around a particularly large boulder in our path.

“It’s not that you’ve proven yourself to be untrustworthy,” Jujinkai said after a few seconds of silence. “It’s simply that you’ve not proven yourself to be trustworthy, either.”

“That’s the same thing.” I growled, watching as he straightened up, shaking his head slowly.

“No Ajax, it’s not. The distrust is earned on both sides. You were a member of a force that has bombarded my world, devastated the alliance I love, and you have clearly been hiding things from us.”

I opened my mouth to respond, and he waved me to silence as he went on.

“On the other side, you believed we were the oath-breakers, that your world was gone, and that you were entitled to retribution. I understand this, and that you held back details? Well, I was… less than welcoming with you. As things stand, however, you have proven that you can be an asset.

“All that remains is to decide how you will work. Will you join us as a member of the team? One who earns our trust and our friendship? Or will you be… what is the term? Ah! A lone wolf, sent out to dispose of sites as best you can, but without a team to protect and assist you?”

“You said I was okay to join the team?”

“And you are,” Jujinkai said firmly. “I, and the rest of the team would welcome you openly. I simply mean that, when I speak to Gardener, I can request that you be permitted to hunt alone, should that be your preference.”

“I…” I paused, thinking about it. Honestly it’d be better in a lot of ways, I’d not have to watch myself in what I said or what I did as much.

On the other hand, I seriously doubted that they’d just pat me on the back and let me roam about, doing whatever I wanted.

At the very least, I’d be monitored, and the thought of someone sitting back at the base watching me? They’d pay more attention than others who got in the shit with me would.

Also, Achilles and I were literally just exploring this world. Having guides and heavy weapons support would be a massive relief, as would access to their gear. A little comradeship wouldn’t be something I refused, either.

I couldn’t trust them, not entirely. Trust was earned, and for Jujinkai to be so friendly suddenly? It was a bit too much like I was being played.

Yeah, he was an elf, and I might be reading the whole thing wrong, but still… trust, but verify.

“I’d rather be in the team,” I said after a few seconds of thought.

“Then you are welcome as a full member.”

That was it, silence from then on. I sighed, looking over at him after a few minutes of it.

“So… you said you were going to resign your commission? Can you actually do that? Considering the situation?”

“Honor demands it,” he said simply. “I failed to accurately assess the situation. All the warning signs were there, had I chosen to look and dispassionately assess. Instead, I decided it would be a good training opportunity, and I dispatched you, expecting to see you fail and need to be rescued or succeed and disclose your secrets.”

“Yeah, well, kinda did the second, didn’t I?” I replied looking down at the state of me.

“In part,” he agreed.

“So… your plan worked, then?” I suggested.

“I suppose it did, somewhat. However, the greater part? That you would learn to work as a member of the team, and that we would know how to place you in the structure? That part was less successful.”

“You could ask, you know?”

“Ask?”

“Where I’d fit,” I growled.

“Ah… where would you fit, Ajax?” He asked. I pretended to consider it. “I don’t suppose you need heavy fighter air support?” I asked hopefully.

“Always,” he said with a snort of pointed laughter. “The howler core is massively under strength, for some reason.”

I coughed, wincing and looking away.

“And those who remain? There are few we can request to assist us. Should your Paladin be constructed in time, and should you in truth wish to support us? Then yes, you will be very welcome.”

“I will,” I said firmly. “But realistically, I’m not going to be allowed to fly my Paladin very often, am I?”

“You will be held back unless the need is great, and you will only be permitted to fly when those security measures are verified as in place.”

“The bomb,” I muttered.

“Bombs, plural,” he corrected. “That which you hold in your spine now and the one aboard your craft. You understand why this is?”

“Because you don’t trust me, and I could do a hell of a lot of damage with a Paladin.”

“Essentially, yes. I trust you more now, you understand? After all, you could have escaped into the cave system. We would have been highly unlikely to find you, and the explosive would need a carrier signal to reach you. Had you remained deep in the caves, you would have been free. Instead, you chose to rescue troopers and civilians who had no reason to expect it. You earned some trust for that.”

“So,” I said slowly, “if I could prove I was trustworthy, you’d let me fly more? And in the future?”

“Yes.” He scratched his head. “I would trust you more, and should you prove yourself, then perhaps, perhaps I say, in the future you could convince Gardener to offer a small number of your fellows refuge.”

He turned to face me, taking a deep breath and reaching out, laying one hand on my shoulder as he spoke.

“Ajax, I say this not to be cruel, but to temper your expectations. Some of the fleet… no, the majority will not survive the battles ahead. All of the Elven Alliance and the Human Imperium are united in their determination to stop your old fleet.

“Should one or two of them survive, separated from their masters as you were? Yes, an occasional exception might be made. As to the majority, though? Even if they surrendered, they would be put to death. The populace must see that the enemy is vanquished, that the traitors are punished. I’m sorry.”

With that, he released me and moved to sit with the others, leaving me to consider and to plot.

They are unlikely to move on that point, you are aware?

“I am,” I whispered, knowing that with the speed and the whipping of the wind, nobody else could catch my words.

Then what will we do?

“We’ll rescue Panna and the others,” I promised, glancing up at the dark clouds overhead and imagining the cold of space above them… and the warmth of Panna beyond that. “If they won’t help us? Then we’ll just have to rescue them on our own.”


Chapter Forty-Eight

When we got back to the base, it was to a surprisingly calm situation. Apparently, Jujinkai had been in contact all the time and had been updating the situation, as well as discussing details with the factions involved.

By the time we pulled up—the gate of the camp opening smoothly for us—there was little fanfare or attention paid. I guided the craft, now nicknamed the Delta Wing between Achilles and me, to one side of the camp, landing it gently and almost regretfully as the engine died away.

For the last hour, the mass of boulders and scrub trees had meant that I got to enjoy a little actual flying, well, driving, but still. The others hadn’t minded when I dropped the height a little and picked up the speed, curving around and between things. I was feeling a lot more cheerful by the time I stepped down.

In part, that was down to the fact that my right hand was now apparently flesh again, the nanites having finished rebuilding it, leaving it as a perfect replica of my original, save that it was much stronger, contained a gravity projector, and was built around a robotic frame.

Okay, the surface looked human, that was probably a better way to describe it.

My left arm was done as well. The new, black metal design encompassed the ball of the shoulder as well as the entire arm itself. It was massively more powerful, with space for dozens of smaller upgrades or possibly three larger ones and an integral blade.

Unless I lost the arm, I’d never be unarmed again. Of course, the way my life was of late, that was a real risk.

Once we’d landed and powered down, we filed off. Jujinkai gestured to Athos to take care of me while he left for a waiting local transport, headed for Gardener’s office.

Athos was silent as he walked me back to the research station, pausing at the entrance and clearly struggling with words.

“Just say it,” I recommended. “Considering everything that’s happened, I’m not going to be offended if you say something wrong.”

“Why did you help me?”

“What?”

“Why did you help me?” he repeated. “I was one of those who made your training harder, I was unwelcoming, and when you were first discovered, I tried to shoot you.”

I squinted at his battered armor and the state of the trooper inside, trying to match him up to the night on the hilltop. I remembered the darkness and driving rain, the anger and the desperation, surrounded by elves that I was convinced were going to kill me… “Honestly? I didn’t do it for you. Look, I was on the edge, I needed nanites, and I was in a shitty mood. The banshee had kicked my ass, and all I had in my mind was that I was going to fuck them up. Badly. Saving you? Saving all the others?

“It was a part of it, I mean. I fought to stop the creatures getting to the others, and I wanted to save you, but it was the nanites and the fight I wanted more.” I said it, and I watched his face, wondering if I should have lied and claimed that I was just a nice guy or something.

“Did you know that I was the one who’d fought you? Or that…”

“No.” I cut him off. “I didn’t know, and even now? The only one of you who really pissed me off was Jujinkai. I was ignoring the rest of you beyond him, so that you were one of the assholes? It doesn’t matter.”

“Thank you,” he said slowly, clearly having to force himself not to say something else. “I am in your debt.”

“It’s fine.” I said, moving away from him, not really sure what the hell he wanted and just so goddamn tired I genuinely didn’t care. I moved deeper into the research area, heading for my cube, pausing as I realized that, with Jujinkai and the others all gone…

I turned back, looking for Athos, only to see he’d gone as well. I growled to myself, turning back and looking around. One of the research types, the same guy who’d told me the other day I couldn’t come in as dirty as I was, or some such crap, was sitting down at his immaculately clean desk nearby.

He'd do.

“Hey, have you got any freezers or…” I asked him, getting a frosty glare in response. I took a deep breath and tried again. “I’ve got something for Jujinkai. It needs to be kept for him. I don’t know what he wanted with it, all right? It’s… a trophy or something? From the fight with the banshee.”

“You can leave it with me.” He held out one hand.

“Oh, great! Thanks,” I said unhooking the bag from my belt and setting it in his hand, grinning when he nearly dropped it. “You really don’t want to look inside,” I warned him, turning and walking off, counting down mentally, my mood instantly a lot better.

I’d made it maybe a half-dozen steps before a scream rang out from behind me. I smiled to myself, walking on and passing Jessamyn. She was frowning from me to her screaming colleague and back.

“What did you do?” she asked curiously.

“I asked him to keep it cold and to give it to Jujinkai when he could… oh, and I told him he didn’t want to look inside.”

“What’s in it?”

“The head of the cave banshee queen,” I said smugly. “I did warn him.”

“You warned him it held the head, or you warned him not to look in?” She guessed shrewdly. I grinned at her in response. “I see. Well, you did warn him, I guess… I suggest you clean yourself up first, though.”

“For what?” I asked, confused.

“Your call?”

“What call?”

“You requested a call with a marine training instructor for your armor, didn’t you?”

“Yeah…” I said, getting a terrible feeling in my gut.

“They’ve been waiting for you.”

“They’re waiting for me to contact them?” I asked, knowing this was anything but good.

“No, they called two hours ago. They said they’d wait… the call is connected.”

“They…” I broke off, swallowing and trying again, memories of flight school trainers, let alone marine sergeants springing to mind, as I remembered being so tired that I just accepted that someone would be calling today from the marines. “They’re waiting now? And they’ve been waiting for two hours?”

“Yes,” Jess said. “Do you think they’ll have time to discuss the differences in muscle fibers with me now?”

“What?”

“I asked to discuss their experiences with the marine battle armor piezoelectric storage in the upper stratum. For some reason, they refused and said that they were there to speak with you only.”

“They… did they seem, I don’t know, happy? At all?” I tried, knowing it was unlikely, possibly impossible in fact, but still…

“I have little experience with humans, beyond your makers and you, but they appeared… annoyed?”

“Annoyed?” I asked, a tiny flicker of hope kindling to life. “Just…”

“Oh! No, sorry, angry!” she corrected. “It’s the way that you hold your shoulders and jaw you see, it’s very different to…”

“Oh,” I said slowly, my own shoulders slumping in defeat. “I guess... well, I might as well get this over with.” I forced myself to square my shoulders, took a deep breath, and I walked into what I suspected was going to be my funeral.

The door to my room, or I supposed, my cage, opened with a whoosh of equalizing atmospheres, and I cursed again. I’d forgotten that, after I’d been so wonderfully awoken this morning, I’d been bleeding from the ears.

The room sterilized itself as soon as no life was detected inside. The contaminants—namely my blood—were, and as a standard process it would automatically sterilize itself. That was done in part with a simply wonderful gas purge, after the gamma radiation and other sweeps.

The result of all of this was that I took a deep lungful of the gasses they used. They weren’t offensive, mainly being the same as the outside air… they were just kept at a much lower temperature to inhibit any kind of growth, should anything have survived.

Therefore, I entered the room and burst out coughing, hacking and started to shake practically on arrival. Great.

The screen that held the waiting training sergeant was huge, and she glared at me, having been disturbed from whatever she was reading, and she sat back, folding her hands on the desk, waiting.

“I… cough… sorry… cough.” I broke off and coughed harder, ending up hunched over by the time the fit had passed.

“Well, I can see why you need marine assistance.” She sneered coldly. I straightened up, gasping. “I… cough—goddamn it!—I need marine assistance because the marines are the most evil… and crazy bastards in the galaxy.”

“That’s true,” she agreed, leaning forward and looking me over. “The question is, why the hell should I consider helping you, traitor?”

“I’m no fucking traitor,” I growled, finally able to stand properly. “I dedicated my fucking life to Earth! I…”

“You weakened our war effort and almost caused us to go to war with our allies, all because you were too stupid to tell you were being duped by the fallen,” she corrected. “Patriots better than you, men and women that you’ll never be good enough to lick the boots of, died to give us the chance to prove it wasn’t us. You did that. Your actions have put the war back years. Billions of lives lost, all because a fucking clone was too stupid to see what was clear to any with eyes.”

Silence fell, utter hatred and disdain written over her expression.

“So…” I said after a few seconds.

Her lip curled. “So.”

“What now?” I asked.

“You apologize and hopefully die painfully,” she said, waving one hand. “I’m waiting.”

“You’ll be waiting a long fucking time, then,” I replied, matching her coldness. “Fine. You don’t want to help me; why the hell didn’t you just refuse?”

“None of your business.”

“You… you were ordered to make this call, weren’t you?” I asked shrewdly. “You made the call, and you’re waiting for me to tell you to fuck off, then you don’t have to help me.”

“Even if I was ordered to help, it doesn’t matter,” She retorted flatly. “You’re no marine. You could never be a marine, and you’ll never be able to master marine power armor without marine augments.”

“So I need augments?” I asked, frowning. “What kind of…”

“The kind you can’t get,” she said, sitting back with a smug smile curving her lips. “The kind that only the marine corps can provide. No armorer will provide it until you’ve proven you’re capable of controlling the armor.”

“So… the marine armorers won’t give me the augments until I can prove I can control the armor, and I can’t prove I can control them, without already having them?” I frowned at her. “What kind of circular fucking logic bullshit is that?”

“I prefer to call it efficient,” she said. “With the wardens’ entirely reasonable suggestions, the corps have agreed that, should you prove you can control the armor, then we will provide the augments. If you can’t? Then we won’t.” She leaned forward, reaching for the end-call button. “And because the officers know fuck all about how the real world works, but they do know what will happen if they cross both the Wardens of the Old Ones, and the Marine Corps, they signed off on it as well.”

“So, even if I go around you to the admiral or others, they’ll look at the details and send me back to you, and I’m back in the loop of trying to prove myself without the gear to prove myself?” I asked, her smug smile the only answer I needed. “Fine.”

“Fine?”

“Fine,” I agreed. “I’ll prove I can control power armor, without your fucking augments, if I have to!”

“Without the correct augments, the armor will snap you like a twig.” She flashed a sadistic smile. “Let me know when you’re going to try wearing it. I could do with the laugh.” With that, she cut the call, and I was left glaring at the wall.

“She was... unpleasant.”

I twisted around, seeing Jess in the doorway wearing a surprised look.

“Yeah. Yeah, she was.” I sat on the edge of my bed. Then, hissing, I jumped back up, the cold metal practically burning my arse through my shredded clothing. “Fuck’s sake! I need a shower!”

“Do… do you want to discuss the marine armor issue?” Jess asked, steely determination in her eyes. “It may be that I can help… somehow?”

“Yeah… yeah, I’d like that,” I said, a slow smile spreading. In being so rude, the marine sergeant—hell, I’d never even gotten her name—had managed to make an enemy of Jessamyn.

And pissing off a maker? Especially one as damn intelligent and determined as she seemed to be?

That was never a good idea.


Chapter Forty-Nine

The next morning dawned clear and bright, the lights in my wonderfully private bedroom—I sarcastically looked around at the thought—were gently brightening to match the sunrise.

I twisted, grunting as a pop and a click rang out, then sat upright, the gentle buzz of the night shift greeting my ears as I yawned.

I slid down from the bed, using the facilities then the shower. The glass enclosure had been adjusted at some point, an observation that drew a grin from me.

No longer was I literally on display as I scrubbed my undercarriage! Now, the glass appeared frosted, granting me at least the illusion of privacy.

I was well aware that it might be one-way only, so they could still see everything, but fuck it. This was basically the best I could hope for at this stage.

I finished up and moved out, making sure the towel was at least offering a hint of modesty as the door opened and Jess and Jujinkai moved in, side-by-side, still deep in conversation.

“Morning,” I said, frowning at the pair.

“…but the weight of the frame is the primary issue. Without the anchoring points, the… oh, good morning, Ajax,” Jess continued in the sort of distracted manner that made me doubt she had registered what room she’d arrived in yet. “Um, the anchoring points, perhaps if…”

“Ajax,” Jujinkai said simply, inclining his head in greeting.

“Jujinkai, Jessamyn,” I said, confused. “What’s going on?”

“The maker came to me with a concern late last night. Apparently, you have been refused by your marine training core, due to the disagreement with the warden, is this correct?”

“As far as I know, yeah.” I grabbed a pair of pants and tossed the towel aside, dressing quickly. “Basically, she was waiting on the call when we got back from the mission, so as I was late, it just gave her even more of an excuse to be angry.”

“Did you explain that you’d been on a mission?” he asked.

“No point. I didn’t get the chance, first of all, but even if I had been saving the empire all on my own, she’d not have given a shit. This was about refusing me, not listening to why I was late.”

“And the Wardens of the Old Ones are involved.” He sighed. “They have done much for the joint war effort… mainly in limiting its effectiveness.”

“Why the hell are they even being listened to, then?”

“Because, since they grew in popularity, their recruiting tactics have borne significant fruit. Essentially, they use a mixture of public shaming, praising, and bribery to recruit for the imperial forces. The massive upswing in recruitment and the subsequent rise in the ‘faithful’ among your forces has resulted in an unofficial priest class that is rising through the ranks. The more they are involved in arranging ‘honorable’ battles and more, the lower the efficiency of your forces.”

“Yet they bring in the recruits so, until one heavily outweighs the other, nobody on high is going to address the issue.” I groaned. “It’s a slow coup, and when the admiralty realizes and decides to do something about it…”

“Most likely, it will be too late. We—the alliance, I mean—are watching and simply hoping that the fallen are defeated before you fall from your internal strife.”

“Well, that’s fucking cheerful,” I muttered.

“You think we are dismissive of the risk? Ajax, your kind–humans I mean, leaving aside your own origins–are preternaturally gifted killing machines. There are arguments for genetic manipulations to have been used on your species as a whole to guide you to this level. That our ally may soon fall to internal revolt and become, at best, a less reliable partner, and at worst a possible threat? We are paying exceedingly close attention to this.”

“You didn’t seem…”

“Interested? Concerned?” Jujinkai asked, smiling faintly. “We have discussed before that we are a pragmatic race. At this stage, we can only do our best to survive today and to prove ourselves allies that are worthy of your respect.”

“And develop some damn high-tech advances, just in case?” I asked shrewdly. He squinted at me, waiting.

This world.

“Hmm?”

They are using this world as a testing facility! We should have seen it before. This…. WE are why they are here!

I frowned, my mind racing as I puzzled through things as Achilles went on.

Think of the situation. Yes, the nanites may once have been released as a test, but we’ve been focused on how they’re fleeing the world because the emitters are down, and that this world is a frontline risk.

Consider instead how this began. If this world was a nanite testing and evolution site, they must have considered the risk of escaping clusters.

They planned enough to build the emitters and an orbital power relay. Why would they not create a killswitch as well? Failing that, relay points that would release a gamma wave, pull the population into hardened bunkers, then cleanse the world in one go?

They might not get everything. Those who escape underground would survive, but the vast majority would be cleansed. The population would be safe, more or less. Any species that works on nanites would consider this as a risk. Uncontrolled replication is, at the very least, a possibility.

For them to instead be essentially sitting back and watching? For the nanites that are being harvested for the research teams…?

“This was deliberate,” I said finally. “The nanites, the evolving bloodbath that’s going on out there? All of it?”

“Not at first, no,” Jess corrected, shaking her head. “At first, the world was supposed to be safe, with only a small area that had the wild nanites unleashed. As time went on, and the rapidly evolving bloodlines grew clearer, they extended them across the world. This was a research world, after all; it already had facilities in place.”

“So, the entire planet was declared a test site. The majority of the population was shipped to other worlds, and the nanites were unleashed,” Jujinkai said. “Then the troopers were brought in, and we were trained in containment and capture. Essentially, we were here should a creature need to be examined, and in case of a failure. It was intended that humanity be given access as well.”

“But?”

“But it was highly classified. The ship carrying the ambassador and his entourage to discuss it with the empire, well.” He broke off, watching me.

I frowned, not getting it at first, then I sighed. “He met the fleet.”

“He met the fleet,” Jujinkai echoed. “When his ship was lost, we reevaluated the risk, due to the rising threat that was being posed by the wardens. Well, we decided that, for now, it could be managed here as an entirely elven project. Humanity was told that the world had suffered an outbreak, and as far as the rest of the alliance knows, that’s true. Until the fleet destroyed the containment facilities, it wasn’t an issue after all.”

“At that point, the world was too infected to do anything about?” I suggested. He nodded. “So, what was the point of all of this?”

“I think you know.”

“Me?” I guessed.

“You. Well, not necessarily you, as a human, obviously. We intended that the new nanites strains would be examined and assessed. Then, should we need it in the future, we would have advanced nanites of our own, similar in design to the human ones, but evolving, and the needed technological competencies as well.”

“And instead, I got a basic version of them,” I finished for him, getting a tight smile.

“Exactly, although the nanites you’ve handed over?” He looked at Jessamyn.

“Those nanites are ahead of the baseline, and yet are still inactive, mainly,” she supplied. “Tests are ongoing, but that isn’t why we’re here.”

“So why are you here?” I asked, getting a meal delivered from another member of the research wing, a slim and clearly nervous figure who ducked their head, dropped the food on the table, and practically ran away. “And what’s up with them?”

“The recording of the mission, or the parts we have access to, at least, has been uploaded to the central frame. The researchers have been studying it.” Jujinkai grunted. “Apparently there have been requests made on several levels as to the possibility of interviews and examinations.”

“Uh… no,” I said firmly.

“That’s what I recommended as well.” Jujinkai smiled. “I’m glad we agree, and that we won’t have an issue with my refusing them.”

“Why would we?” I asked, confused, as I picked up the meal—a printed meatloaf of some kind and several different greens. I ate it quickly, choking it down, damn dry elven tastes.

Jess made a face. “Many of those who made the request were female and also requested private rooms—with bedding—to be included in the research request.”

“What?”

“They were intending on probably mating with you,” Jujinkai growled. “There is a sub-group of my species who seem to find your kind arousing, though how and why is beyond the majority of us.”

“Mating… wait, how many requests?” I asked, stunned.

“Three hundred and seventeen, at last count,” Jess said, brushing her hands together as if she considered the matter resolved. “Now that is dealt with, though, can we focus on the interesting details?”

“That’s pretty interesting to me,” I muttered, thinking of three hundred plus elven women before settling back to my meal as Jess threw a diagram up onto the wall screen.

“No, that’s a distraction. This is interesting,” she said, staring up at it, already lost in the design.

“Jess spent the night assessing the current marine power armor design, and the elven models, then assessing the best combination of the two, working on upgrading the design you’d already agreed upon,” Jujinkai said.

I stared up at the image, stunned. The design I’d been shown before was almost identical, but the interior had been changed massively.

Like most elven designs, the exterior was smoothly flowing, as opposed to the almost bolted-on look a lot of human designs had. This was simply glorious.

The base layer was a nanofilament bonded muscle pairing, or so I was told. Essentially, it was a billion small linkages, much as our own biological muscles were made, but from carbon nanotubes filled with nanofilaments.

The result was that I’d be several times stronger, but that the suit would evolve with me, as it could only magnify the strength that I had.

That base layer was the main reason for the armor. It magnified my strength, speed, and would defend me from a limited number of hits, be that kinetic—like bullets and railguns—or heat-based, like laser and plasma weapons.

The weakness for this layer was primarily cutting and piercing attacks. Blunt impacts would be absorbed, the energy dissipated and absorbed into the power core, but sharp ones would carve their way through.

The next layer was for weapons integration. The right forearm had a stubby cannon integrated into the back of it, the left an extendable blade. The back had short-range thrusters and a power core, while the front was primarily armoring.

The right hip had a handgun locked into it, the left a storage area that Jess suggested could be used for either additional ammunition or explosives, such as grenades.

The next layer was heavy armor, literally. Interlocking plates of armor that, at rest, formed a complete covering for the under layers. The armor was structured at higher and lower levels that granted a full range of movement.

The backs of the arms and legs had thrusters that, while powerful enough to lift the armor for short distances, were intended for guidance and directional thrust as the back provided the heavy lift.

Add to that, both shoulders had storage in them that flowed down the chest to halfway, and that would be prioritized for ammunition.

A rifle over the right shoulder completed the ensemble and, despite the fact that I’d always loved being a pilot, and I’d never wanted to a be a ground-pounder… I wanted it.

“This is the new version,” Jess said smugly. “Instead of the marine version, with its requirements for anchor points embedded in the main muscle and bone sections of its wearer, this uses the elven bio-musculature.”

“It looks amazing,” I whispered.

“It is, and it wouldn’t be cheap to produce, believe me,” Jujinkai said, smiling. “There are, however, advantages to the situation.”

“Which are?”

“This is based off a model that was designed before this, along with the various capabilities, but it was not deemed cost-efficient enough to put into production. We have permission from the original designers to use their plans, on two conditions.”

“Go on,” I said, getting a bad feeling about it.

“First, we cover the full cost of production, and we share the process with them.”

“Okay?” I said, shrugging.

“It’ll need to be made primarily from nanites,” Jujinkai interjected simply. “The facilities we have here could manufacture this. But again, as with the engines and more, should we dedicate the resources we have to this, then…”

“Then civilians are at risk, okay, I get that. But come on, there has to be a way here. I mean, you’d not have brought this here unless you were teasing me?” I paused, wondering if I’d read it wrong, and he was literally just doing this to fuck with me.

“To gain the nanites we need, well, we’d need to harvest them,” Jujinkai said, smiling evilly.

“And to harvest them?” I started, waiting for him to go on.

“Well, put it this way.” His smile was wide yet somehow grim. “The evidence suggests that the cave banshee queen was new to the area, setting up and drawing in any she could.”

“Right?”

“Well, a creature of that size and complexity, not to mention strength, wouldn’t have been able to sustain its nest on the locals for long. It had to move there from elsewhere, most likely, guessing that they moved in and settled where they were. They were forced out of another area.”

“And you want us to go hunting whatever forced her out,” I groaned.

“Exactly!” he agreed, grin broadening to a frankly disturbing degree. “Gardener has agreed to this as a test. In principle, we hunt down whatever has done this, and the nanites required will be provided to us. We are to harvest as much as we can and turn in all that we can. Then the nanites stores will provide the rest, converting common resources to make the armor suit.”

“Okay, look just to make sure I understand this, and I’ve got this all right in my head: the marines won’t help, so you’re giving me a much better suit? Don’t get me wrong, I want it, but…”

“But it seems too good to be true?” Jess asked, and I nodded. “If you look at it like that, it is. However, two details are missing from your perspective. First, the armor is theoretical, untested, and while highly advanced, has much that can go wrong. Secondly, we can’t make it work.”

“What?” I groaned, rubbing at my temples as I tried to contain my annoyance with fucking elves and their twisty ways. “But you just said…”

“We need to share the construction method, which isn’t as much an issue as you think. We program nanites all the time, after all, but the real issue is that we cannot operate the armor. This is the main reason, even over cost, that the powered armor prototype was abandoned,” Jess said firmly.

“We can make the armor, and although we are low on materials, it would mean, most likely, a two-day extension to the build time for the Paladin mark 5. The issue isn’t even really the possible lives put at risk to divert materials here to build the armor, although I had to talk quickly to get Jujinkai to agree…”

“I have no issue with the armor being developed and deployed, Jessamyn, nor with it being given to Ajax. I will admit that the requirement for the explosive devices in him, the Paladin, and I would assume, in this armor, is a slight solace.”

“Well fuck you very much!” I snapped at him, getting a put-upon sigh in return.

“Ajax, should this armor be as much of a turn-key upgrade as it was intended to be, along with the Paladin? We would be gifting the most advanced armor and craft we have to you. Should all of this be an elaborate ploy by the enemy?” He left it hanging.

I spent several seconds trying to fry holes in him with my gaze before relenting. “Okay, I guess,” I grumbled.

We will simply disconnect that device as well as the others.

“So what is the issue?” I asked Jess.

“The real issue is that we can’t make it work. The best that we could do with the virtual versions was achieve a fifty-seven percent integration.”

“And that means?” I asked, looking from one to the other.

Jess scratched her chin absently. “The wearers would walk short distances and not fall over and occasionally open and close the armor themselves.”

“And?”

“And that’s it,” Jujinkai said. “That’s all they could make it do, so the project was scrapped. The designs were stripped down, the internals modified to enable more accurate sensor readings from the body, and the suits…”

Jujinkai lifted his right arm, stripping back the material of his uniform and showing me the rough calluses that covered a lot of his skin.

“Do you know what these are?” He asked. “These are from the armor, from a slight delay between my internal movement and the armor assessing the commands that flow down from my nervous system, interpreting it, then the armor responds. Even in the most advanced armor, this results in a split second of delay, and as the flesh rubs?”

“You get calluses.” I winced, then nodded. “Yeah I can see why that happens.”

“Now, your bond with your nanites, if they are in truth a stable and interpretive RI, may be the missing link we’ve been searching for. Rather than a mesh of several systems, your nanites working internally, your optical and wrist-mounted systems, or your armor externally and you trying to be the relay through your flesh and cybernetic plugs?”

“It’d be a single system,” I said, nodding slowly. “I could integrate with the armor and with the Paladin perfectly. It’d make me faster and more lethal.”

“You’d be able to move more efficiently, target better, everything. When we first integrated RI assistance into the Howlers, the difference was marked, their targeting improved by an order of magnitude. But the cost in the crystals alone? It was a massive difference. If, instead, there was a way to integrate the nanites alone, without a major processing relay?” Jess shook her head. “This is the kind of a difference that wins wars, Ajax… This is why Gardener and the others are willing to risk it.”

“Because, make no mistake, this is a risk, and a massive one,” Jujinkai grumbled, staring at me. “As much as you earned some trust, this level? It will come with new monitoring. I hope you understand that. I’ve received word that other researchers are inbound from the alliance, as well.”

“Their new rules have already started,” Jess grumbled.

“New rules?” I asked, frowning.

“More monitoring, less autonomy, and they’re ordering up new equipment for examining you, equipment we’ve been asking for but were refused. They’ve ordered its production, regardless of the cost, but we’re not allowed to use it.”

Her voice was full of resentment, hanging in the air. Someone higher-up was involved, and the best I could hope for was that they were one of the elves who fancied fucking a monkey like me, rather than being one of those who considered me a lesser being.

It would be worth it, Achilles said slowly. Even considering the risk it poses to exposing us.

“I… I need time to think,” I said, getting up again and shaking my head. “I need to consider this. I’m sorry, honestly, I don’t know if I can do this, if I can control my nanites to that degree, and even if I can?” I looked from one to the other.

“We’re talking about antimatter explosives being linked to me, literally the power that drives starships through space, redone as a bomb and strapped to my chest.”

“It wouldn’t need to be your chest. Most likely your back, and… oh.” Jess broke off as she considered the words. “It’s that the bomb would be there at all.”

“Yeah,” I said firmly. “If I make a mistake? If the nanites respond to a subconscious wish from me to be free of the bomb? At best, they manage to take it apart, and you then find out I’ve disabled it somehow, and you never trust me again. At worst? The bomb goes off, all because I’ve had a stray thought at the wrong time about how I wish I didn’t have a bomb up my ass!”

“We have time for you to consider it, but not long,” Jujinkai said. “To be frank, the armor will need to be adjusted heavily to be matched to you. If you choose to attempt this?” He gestured to the amazing armor on the wall screen. “Then we need to scramble new equipment to be transported here. Materials would be diverted, then construction would begin. We would essentially requisition all the available nanites to begin construction of the suit.”

“I thought you said we need to harvest the nanites for this?”

“We would,” Jess said. “We wouldn’t be able to make most of it without the nanites you could collect from the field, but we could build the base layer. Either way, you’d need armor, so we could either adjust the marine power armor, and if you choose that path, we can attempt the biological and structural alterations needed. Or, we could alter the elven suit to fit you, more or less. Or…”

“Or we go all-out and build the base layer, and if it works, we harvest more and more to build the additional armor layers.”

“Essentially, yes.”

“I need to think.” I groaned, rubbing at my face and getting annoyed with the patchy hair and beard all over again. “And I need a goddamn shave and a haircut!”

“The last we can provide easily enough,” Jujinkai said with a smile. “Do you wish all the hair gone?”

“Yeah… that’d be easier,” I answered. “I’d rather keep the beard, but… it’s just so goddamn itchy!”

“A simple cream will remove all the hair. I will ensure it’s provided.”

“Can I… can I run the assault course?” I asked as they started to leave the room, Jujinkai arcing an eyebrow at my request.

“I thought you wanted an end to training?” he asked.

“Yeah, well I do—sort of—but I need to be busy while I think.”

“Go to the training course,” he replied after a second. “I will have Barceló run the course as well, as one of us must be with you at all times, should you be armed.”

“Armed?”

“Do you not need practice with rifles as well?”

“Yeah, I do.”

“Then I will see that the range is activated as well. Consider your choices and return to me tonight with a decision.”

With that, the pair walked out, leaving me on my own, the day ahead, and a fucking hell of a decision to make.


Chapter Fifty

What do you think? Achilles asked me, some two hours later, as I struggled up and over the goddamn wall on the assault course.

I was filthy, tired, and bloody—I’d tripped and fallen onto a rock about two minutes into the run, breaking my damn nose and making Athos laugh his ass off.

Barceló had brought three others. Athos, who still seemed unsure of me; Trin, the sniper for the team; and Janus, who I’d never met before now, but was growing to thoroughly hate.

Janus was tall, good-looking—most elves were—but this fucker took it to new realms, and worst of all?

He was nice to everyone.

Like seriously nice. He ran alongside me, without armor, and tried to be my friend. He was encouraging me as I climbed, complimenting me on my strength, and openly respectful of my natural—or unnatural—gifts.

He didn’t even seem like he was trying to butter me up to seduce me. He was just a really nice guy who was a natural athlete, skilled enough that he was an advanced unarmed combat instructor for the troopers, and apparently sang and played several instruments in a local band.

I was starting to really hate the fucker.

Here I was, basically trying to have a conversation with Achilles, and this dick was trying to be my goddamn friend! I had a damn decision to make after all, and…

Janus wasn’t the issue, not at all. Yes, he was offensively handsome. Yes, he was annoying in that he kept trying to talk to me and encourage me to integrate with the group more.

It was that I really needed to talk to Achilles, and as close as Janus was, and knowing the fuckers were probably monitoring me as well? I just couldn’t, not easily.

I was stuck with a word here and there, a quick comment as I hid my mouth, that kind of thing. I forced myself to look at things realistically, banishing the excuse that it was Janus being a dick.

Okay.

It wasn’t that hard. It really wasn’t that hard. I wanted the armor, I wanted the Paladin, and I wanted to be able to live a bit longer, thank you very much. All those minor aims, along with the major one of getting back to Panna and the others and saving them?

They meant the easy decision was to take the fucking armor and go for it. The only other issue here was Achilles and that fact that he trusted them about as far as I did.

I think it’s too good to be true.

“I think you’re right.” I growled, rolling over the edge and slapping the now-replaced buzzer before collapsing onto my back, huffing out a breath as I stared up at the clouds floating by overhead. “I think I’d be crazy to say no to the armor, but I don’t know if I can control it.”

The elves are desperate. They are willing to divert materials required to facilitate their local population’s escape from this world, to instead develop the next-generation fighters and armor platforms.

This is an entirely logical—if cold—consideration. One that will almost certainly result in excess civilian deaths. The consideration that we could be dispatched to eliminate and essentially harvest the monsters that they most fear?

This is a win-win situation, both for them and us.

Yes it comes with significant risks, should all of this effort on their part be a feint? That they play nice until we have proven the armor works, then they essentially harvest us? Killing you outright then freezing me, examining the remains and attempting to reverse-engineer our bond?

“That’s what I’m worried about.” I rolled onto my front and pushed up to my feet, moving to the edge and looking down into the sweating face of Janus. “Here,” I offered grudgingly.

He smiled and took my hand, letting me pull him up. He slapped the buzzer before collapsing.

“Why do this without armor?” I asked him.

“Why… do you?” he gasped, sweat running down his face and lungs working like bellows.

“I haven’t got any.”

“Exactly.”

“What?”

“What… if we are… under attack… and I’m… without armor? What if, like Athos… I’m pinned and… about to have my armor… removed? The stronger I am… without my armor, the better.”

“Right,” I agreed, grudgingly. “I’m going again.”

“I’ll… join you.”

“Crazy motherfucker,” I grunted, before climbing down the far side and returning to the start line. The buzzer system was an easy one, registering your DNA as you touched it. If you hit the buzzer, even as part of a group, it recorded exactly when and where you came in without error.

I hit it without pause, despite my damn desire to do anything but that, and set off again, widening the gap between me and Janus and waiting until I had enough lead before speaking.

“What’s the chances they’re going to try that?”

Long-term? Highly likely.

“Fuck.”

They are unlikely to do anything in the short-term, but should we continue to not provide them the missing link between dumb nanites and me? In time, there is little doubt they will resolve to take it, regardless of how well-intentioned they are now. This is a war for the continuation of their species.

The decision to send some soldiers to their death, to enable more to live is a common one many generals must make. In this case? To choose to sacrifice one enemy turned ally? I doubt they will pause.

“And the Human Empire?”

Even more likely. The rise of the ‘Wardens of the Old Ones, especially among the marines, makes it almost certain. They will attempt to get access voluntarily at first, but then?

“They’ll attack.” I groaned, picking up speed and seeing it all now, and seeing why the hell the elves were willing to risk this shit.

They will. If the elves have access to this technology, and the humans do not? Far less paranoid ruling groups than religious oligarchies have done worse. While the empire is currently not one, it is only a matter of time from the information we have before us.

Most likely, your existence has already begun the process; once the wardens realize the possible potential? To essentially upgrade their fighting force by an order of magnitude? I believe they will begin moving, and if the elven alliance will not hand over the technology willingly, then they will try to take it by force.

“Could we… I mean, is there any way that we could give them…” I started, before breaking off and shaking my head. “There isn’t, is there?”

I have searched again and again and am currently devoting almost forty percent of my cycles to countering the weakness to the scanners. So far, I have had limited success. Without the scanning of our systems, the only option is invasive examination, and frankly, neither of us could survive that.

“The nanites are just…” I shook my head, picking up speed and leaping over a shallow gully, landing on the far side and grabbing the grips, dragging myself upwards.

We can continue to give them half of the nanites we harvest. We could even genuinely upgrade them to the most advanced we can produce, but to give them life? To develop them into… into me and us? I have run thousands of simulations, using all the data we have, and every single attempt has failed.

“It’s the fallen nanites?” I asked, huffing out a breath and leaping up to grab onto the dangling grips, a staggered ladder of handholds that angled upward over a fast-flowing section of the river, climbing at over forty-five degrees. To make it from one grip to the next, you had to lift your entire body with each arm. When you started, building momentum was the hardest part.

It didn’t help that if you fell, you ended up in the river, and that, just for shits and giggles, Janus had suggested we do the course with weighted arms and legs “to increase the efficiency of the exercise.”

They were thick cloth and didn’t seem that bad at first. The longer you worked, though, the heavier they seemed to get, and if they got wet? Not only would water run out of them as you ran, making your hands and feet wet, but the added weight was a killer.

I suspect it is something in those nanites and the repeated attempts to activate them the fallen used on you aboard ship. Most likely, we will never know how or why I was given life, and even if we permitted intimate examination, the process would still fail.

“And we’d be dead.”

And we would certainly be dead.

“Let’s not do that.”

I am pleased that we are agreed on that topic. This does, however, present a problem. Should we refuse the armor, I suspect the wardens will still attempt to gain access to and control over us. Once they have it, I suspect vivisection to be a short time coming.

“I don’t fancy that,” I grunted, heaving myself up and from grip to grip.

As such, it makes sense that we accept the armor and the Paladin, then…

“Yeah,” I agreed, feeling a bit shit. There was a chance, after all, that Jujinkai and certainly Jess and others were entirely honest about their intentions with us. They might be entirely on our side and not at all twisty fuckers in their plans.

Then we flee. We take their tech, and we escape.

“Yeah.” I agreed, feeling like a right piece of shit.

I swung myself back then released, flipping myself forward and landing on the top level of the far side, collapsing to the ground and groaning, looking back and down at Janus.

The fucker was game, I’d give him that. He was halfway up and swinging for all he was worth. The grips were spaced far enough apart you had to really swing for it, and considering this was a course the others ran in their power armor normally? The grips were chunky.

He swung his way up, grip by grip, sweat streaming down his face, and I saw it almost before it happened.

The momentum made the climb doable, but it was also a killer, because if you lost your grip, even slightly, it meant you knew it was all over.

He’d reached up, releasing with his left, and reaching, doing essentially a full-body pull-up with his right, throwing himself forward…

And his right hand slipped a second before he was ready.

The next grip, he just managed to grab with the left, pulling hard and reaching, but the dip in his motion and the momentum…

He missed, fingers scrabbling as he reached for the next one, and swung back, dangling by one hand… one exhausted and wet hand. Abject terror twisted his face as he lost his grip, falling to the water below, tumbling and twisting, determined to hit the water just right.

The landing was great, hitting the surface with barely a splash and diving deep, touching the crystal-clear bottom and sending a small cloud of disturbed sand and more out, before he kicked off for the surface.

I sagged as he reached the surface, then stiffened as a sudden burst of silt bloomed farther upriver. Something moved in the depths, obscured by a section of froth.

I opened my mouth, about to shout a warning, when he screamed, halfway to the shore, as he was presumably grabbed by something… then dragged under.

None of the team can reach him before we can.

“Then let’s do it!” I snarled, pushing myself up, taking three quick steps back away from the edge, then running out and leaping over the side.

Where Janus had fallen, even not expecting to fall or being ready for it, he still landed like a champion Olympic diver and cut through the surface like a fucking dolphin.

I was slightly less graceful.

Hitting the water sent shocks of pain through my entire body. As I plunged deeper, the riverbed hit me like a damn truck, sending up a cloud of silt before I rolled sideways and was dragged by the current. Then a new, frighteningly familiar pain joined the first.

The tendrils that had been deployed through the river, long and thin, were coated with a powerful psionic and hallucinogenic mess. It made it feel like you were being flayed limb from limb, that a white-hot steel cable was sawing its way through your flesh.

But beyond the feeling—which was admittedly fucking horrible—it did no damage.

That didn’t help, though, and for the elven troopers, as much as they were hard asses and gave their all, they were used to fighting in powered armor, which shrugged off such an attack.

When I got the air knocked out of me, hitting the water so hard, and Janus was dragged along the bottom of the river, the pair of us were drawn inexorably back to the concealed predator. We were both fighting for air and thrashing about in agony.

It took only a few seconds for me to get control again, the shock of the air being blasted out of me by the clumsy landing, the pain, and the automatically indrawn breath being river water. All of it had combined to break my focus.

Now, though, as I planted my feet in the sand and silt of the bottom and wrapped my left arm around the tendrils, burying the surge of agony under a steely determination to kill this fucker and eat it, I reached out, aiming around the blurry shape of Janus.

The pulse I triggered was weird underwater. The usual effect of a massive pressure essentially smashing into something just... didn’t happen.

A push of water was shoved back into the pair of us, then the water just flowed back, as I vaguely remembered that water, as a liquid, was impossible to compress.

All I’d done with my gravity pulse was squash the water around the creature. The result was that the water all around the impact point was shoved back… and that was about it.

I adjusted my aim, shoving behind me and down, forcing myself up and out of the water like I was riding a wave, then diving ahead of Janus. Already, his struggles were growing weaker and weaker as consciousness slipped from him.

Now that I was ahead of him and could see clearly, I formed a bubble of naked force, wrapping it around the goddamn creature, remembering that I’d never got a name for it beyond “ambush predator.” I tore it upwards, flinging it out of the river and up onto the shore.

Janus and I, still wrapped in the fucker’s tendrils, were dragged out as well, hitting the shore like freshly landed fish, gasping for air and trying to see as the water cascaded off us.

The damn thing was half again as big as the biggest I’d seen before, and as it lashed out more tendrils I hissed in pain. Dozens flashed across the distance, wrapping around both of us. It started dragging us back toward the water, the four giant, tortoise-like legs stomping almost mechanically as it went.

Janus was heaving in great breaths, but beyond that, looked to be out of the fight. I… well, I was trying to focus to hit it again with the gravity projectors, while screaming insanely inside my head.

I’d been trying to free us from it first, then to kill it without wasting its nanites.

Now, though, the pain racing through me, I was grimly reassessing the fight. The priorities had always included saving Janus, always. That was why I dove in after all, but I’d been wanting to get the corpse intact, as well.

Now, as it hit me with more and more lashes, the tendrils wrapping around and agony burning deeper and deeper into my mind…

“No! More!” I ground out, forcing myself upright and grabbing onto the tendrils again, planting my feet and hauling back as hard as I could.

It paused in its steady stomp toward the water, tugging hard on its end. Then again, before wrapping more around Janus, and seeming to come to the conclusion in its simple brain that this food didn’t fight and was as big as the one that did.

Better an easy meal and back in the water to enjoy it, as it tried to release me.

I gritted my teeth, ignoring the slither of the tendrils, and reached out with the gravity projectors in both my right and left hands, feeling the shape then closing my fists and ripping back as hard as I could.

The front legs, stoically plodding onward, were crushed inward as they were subjected to insane pressure, bones fracturing, then being torn sideways. Both limbs were ripped free and discarded as the creature toppled over, thrashing wildly.

The tendrils released us both, flashing inward, reaching for the slime that sat at the heart. I had a split second realization of the creature’s instinctive response, flinging the acid around.

I reached out with one projector to drag Janus back toward me, shoving the creature over with the other. I crushed the slime into the ground as I formed a mental spike, focusing on a sharp tip… then slammed it down into the creature’s underside, visualizing a giant wedge.

It sort of worked in that the creature was slammed down and hard, bones breaking… but the sharp bit? The part I’d visualized cutting through the shell and finishing it off?

Nope.

I cursed, gathering myself and was about to try again… when a crack rang out and something tore the air, slamming into the weakly struggling body before detonating.

Slime, fucking acidic slime that I’d thought contained and safely away from us, was flung in all directions as Athos raced up, followed by Barceló.

If I’d thought the gurgling whimpers that Janus had been making when he was semi-conscious were bad? The screams that rang out as his back and the side of his face were burned and scoured away with acid were just horrific.

The sight of the peeling flesh, the fluids that he was being rendered down to, without nanites to save him?

I reached out on instinct, shoving him sideways into the water with a gravity pulse. That made Athos gasp, reaching for his gun as I “attacked” his friend.

Barceló smacked the rifle aside before he could line it up on me. But I’d seen enough, reaching out with the projectors and dragging Janus through the water, shoving him down into the depths and across the sandy bottom.

The acidic slime, exposed to water, solidified again and was rubbed free. By the time I’d brought Janus back up out of the water, though, he was unconscious, half-drowned, burned, and seriously wounded.

The air filled with emergency sirens as Barceló reported the incursion, and all hell broke loose.


Chapter Fifty-One

“So now what?” I asked Jujinkai a good three hours later, sitting on the edge of my bed, having been ordered to shower and to “stay out of the way while I deal with this.”

“Well, Janus will live.” Jujinkai turned and sat on a small plastic chair, folding his arms across the back and watching me over them. “I need you to explain what happened, though.”

“Janus lost his grip and fell in the water, that thing…”

“The Ushibaru.”

“Bless you,” I said without thinking.

“What?”

“It… it doesn’t matter.”

“Well, the Ushibaru was the name of the creature.”

“Yeah, well it grabbed him, and was dragging him along, so I dove in and…”

“Why?” he asked.

“Why what?”

“Why did you dive in? You made it almost impossible for Athos to guarantee a hit on the creature, and…”

“I dove in because they weren’t close enough to fucking help!” I growled. “I dove in to help him, and the goddamn ishi-whatever was contained! I’d gotten the fucker pinned; it wasn’t going to do anything, and that stupid bastard Athos shot it with an explosive!”

“I’ll review the footage.” Jujinkai sighed, lowering his head and resting it on his arms, exhausted at the end of a day that was only going to get worse.

Either one of his troopers was a fucking idiot who’d nearly killed two of his fellows in a panic… or his trump-card weapon was lying and was dangerous to his own team.

“How is he?” I asked after a few seconds. “Janus, I mean?”

“The skin can be regrown and the damage mainly repaired, there will be some small scarring, that is inevitable, but…” He said slowly, lifting his head and looking at me, leaving the rest unspoken.

He’d never be the ridiculously handsome member of the team again, though, and he’d be out of action for a long time.

“Why don’t elves have nanites?” I asked him, having wondered about it for ages. “I mean, I know that they were human inventions, but we’re allies, and you fuckers program them half the time, so it’s not like you couldn’t adapt them to your people?”

“You’ve never heard of the Klaatu Baradar mess?” He asked. I shook my head. “Basically, a research station was convinced they’d figured out the differences between elven and human interactions to a degree that the nanites could be safely used. The head researcher, Nik… Nikto? Kinck? Neck...?” He paused, clearly considering, then shook his head. “I always forget that part… anyway.

“The resulting mess was horrific. The head researcher went feral, attacked everyone, murdered most of the station, used parts of their bodies, attaching them until the most terrible abomination that could ever be imagined roamed those hallways.”

“Shit,” I whispered, wincing as I considered that “going feral” could also relate to me when I was low on nanites.

“Quite. Regardless, the images transmitted were enough that the rest of the alliance banned the integration of nanites with a sapient host. Essentially, we use them in construction, and anywhere else we can. We research them in a few specialized systems such as this one, but none of us will permit the use of nanites beyond that.”

“Just humans have them?” I asked.

He snorted. “Better to say that only humans are crazy enough to use them, I think.” He straightened up and fixed me with a look, clearly searching for the right words. “Athos has spoken to other troopers, and the general feeling about working with you is… not good. I need to be clear, and remember that I’ll be checking vids, is there anything that I need to know about today?”

He was obviously asking if I had fucked up and was I trying to hide it, but I shook my head and forced a smile.

“No, look, Jujinkai, I did nothing wrong, save that maybe I should have tried to drag Janus out of the water from where I was. I just, ah hell I thought I was out of range, but I don’t know? Maybe if I’d tried, it would have worked?”

It wouldn’t. The energy required through water at that range would have been insufficient.

“Regardless, though, this comes down to the fact that we need nanites, and your team doesn’t want to work with me.”

“Janus is sedated, but his word will be taken over any other, as the injured party,” Jujinkai stated. “Should he back you, which I believe he will, from what you’ve said, then this will be resolved, but…”

“But between now and then, I’m not wanted,” I finished for him.

I hesitated, worried I was giving too much away, but I had to risk it. The only way I could help Panna and the others was if I could get up there and fight, to take down the fallen and somehow get the others free of their traps.

To do that, I needed my Paladin, and I needed my armor.

To get them? I needed to prove to the elves I was worth the investment, and I needed to gather the nanites.

The only way that I could do all of that? I needed to be a good boy and behave myself, do what I was told, and not piss anyone off. Not too much, anyway.

“Fine, whatever. Look, you wanted a decision? I’m in. All in.”

“For…”

“For the nanite armor project, the harvesting, all of it.”

“The team…”

“The team can get fucked!” I snapped. “They don’t trust me, and I don’t trust them, not after Athos. You said that you can get me the nanite base layer. It’s the upper levels that are going to take time and cost more, right?”

“Yes.” He paused, thinking. “The suspected areas that I had intended for us to attack are deep and are likely to be heavily populated to have driven the cave banshee queen upward. Frankly, you will not survive attacking such places on your own.”

“No, I probably won’t,” I agreed. “But, as you said, I have the option to a be a ‘lone wolf’ as well. Use me as that, for now, and when you’ve examined the recordings, when you’ve found that Athos is just a useless turd and Janus is back up and able to speak for me? Then we can see about working together.”

“It…” He took a deep breath and straightened, sliding the chair back into place and heading to the door. “Tomorrow morning, at first light, report to the armory. You’ll be kitted out with a basic armoring and equipment loadout. Construction will be prioritized, and work will begin.”

“You’ll need to tell Jess,” I added, thinking quickly.

“I was just waiting for you to agree!” came Jess’ voice over the comm.

I snorted in amusement, glad that at least one of us was getting what we wanted out of all of this.

“And I need the damn schematics!” I called after Jujinkai as he left the room. “For the weapons as well as the armor!”

And the Paladin!

“And the Paladin!” I shouted as the door slid closed. I saw the schematics start to flick over on the wall, and I shook my head. “I need it on a tablet or pad. I’m going to try to get the nanites to understand what it is and that they need to integrate with it.”

“Very well,” came the response from one of the researchers. I settled back on the bed, putting my hands behind my head and closing my eyes, waiting for the inevitable.

Either they’d start asking me more questions, or if they really didn’t trust me to answer truthfully, they’d just…

“Here’s the pad,” I heard as the door opened.

I grunted, opening my eyes and taking it. The researcher handed it over and moved on quickly, retreating from the room and leaving me in splendid—albeit highly recorded and watched—isolation.

They didn’t have time to load and prepare the tablet in the minute since you requested it. They had it ready and were waiting.

“Yup,” I muttered, deliberately setting the pad aside and closing my eyes again.

You don’t wish to access the data?

I stayed silent, focusing and trying again and again, thinking at Achilles, directing my thoughts over and over, trying to make him understand without me having to talk.

Try speaking silently, he encouraged, realizing what I was trying to do. Subvocalization is the term given to speaking a word in your mind without the sound being made aloud. I will attempt to read your intentions through the movement of your larynx.

After twenty minutes, I gave up with a growl. The closest that Achilles managed to get was that I wanted an ice cream.

I’d been silently ranting about wanting to beat Athos until he screamed, so yeah, maybe it was moving in the right direction, but it was still fuck-all use to me.

I opened my eyes and gripped the pad, starting to scan through it, resting one hand over my mouth as if in thought and speaking as quietly as I could.

“Access the pad, but be careful.”

Achilles needed no more encouragement, and I felt the extension of a tiny stream of nanites from the palm of my hand to the pad and the connection he made.

In less than a second, I felt it break.

We were right; this is a trap.

“Hmmmm,” I muttered, zooming in on a detail on the schematic for the rifle.

The pad has no data beyond that for the Paladin and the armor. The weapons are missing, but the entirety of the rest of the pad is taken up by monitor programs.

I recommend we leave the pad alone, make a point of trying publicly to access it, and fail. The sections I accessed showed almost nothing beyond monitoring programs. They are extremely subtle, but the majority of the operating system is taken up by them, as is the pad’s structure.

I nodded as if deep in thought and went on flicking through the images.

Pause on each section for several seconds and hold your gaze steady. I will record an image and use that instead.

I moved on, screen by screen, assembling the file over, aware that they’d be monitoring my retinal movements as well, but I couldn’t help that.

Two hours later, I’d scanned the entirety, and I set the pad aside, closing my eyes, acting frustrated.

I laid there for a few seconds, then called out, not having to act to sound annoyed.

“Jess, are you there?” I asked, getting a few seconds before she was clearly patched through.

“Ajax?” she asked, sounding distracted. “What do you need?”

“I thought I’d better tell you, I ordered the nanites to access the pad, trying to get them to be careful and not just break it or anything, but I can’t make it work. I thought I managed to touch it with them once, but… I don’t know. I can’t get them to listen.”

“Thanks for telling me. I’ll think on it and get back to you,” she said, and the line was cut as she went back to work, her attitude toward me totally unchanged.

I smiled despite myself. Knowing that these fuckers were watching me and waiting, I made the point of turning the lights off, settling down… and laying my hand on the pad.

I could practically feel their focus on that, and I hid my smile, knowing that neither Achilles nor I was going to do anything.

Well, besides sleep.

The dawn was going to bring blood and violence. And frankly, after the way today had gone? I was utterly fine with that.


Chapter Fifty-Two

The day started off easily enough with dressing and eating quickly before moving out past disgruntled researchers who were slumped over screens checking the data over and over again, likely thinking I had no clue what they were doing.

I sent random energy pulses into the pad through the night, Achilles informed me. I was very careful to make them broad-spectrum and a variation. They’re essentially meaningless, like a comm signal that drops and tries to reconnect, but it’ll keep them busy for a while.

“Evil,” I muttered, hiding the word with an overt yawn and covering my mouth, then jogging across the lower sections of the base, headed to the section I’d been warned to never approach.

For a few seconds I wondered if I’d misjudged Jujinkai as well, and this was a setup… then he stepped out from the security bunker near the entrance and waved me over.

“The armor’s base layer will be ready early tomorrow. The nanites required have been diverted across and are being fed into the relevant facilities.”

“That’s good.”

“It is.”

Silence reigned for a few seconds, and I gestured impatiently for him to go on. “So, what’s the problem?”

“I watched the suit vids.” “So?”

“So, I know that Athos is a skilled trooper and has shown himself to be a steady member of the team.”

“Wait, what?”

“…until he was captured by the cave banshee queen, and you rescued him.”

“Right?”

“I’ve spoken to him and showed him the recording of him deliberately selecting a high-explosive round and firing into the Ushibaru.”

“And?”

“And he accused me of altering the recording to protect my ‘pet’ human.”

“That cheeky fucker!” I snarled.

“He could have backed down, and this would have all been resolved. Now, this will require outside adjudication. For now, Gardener agrees, and you get what you requested. For the next few days, you’ll be working alone, under observation.”

“What kind of observation?”

“The armor you’re to be given is basic while the other is constructed. It will provide several improvements over clothing, however.” He jerked his head to the left and led us both through the entrance of the secure ring and to the armory itself.

The last time we’d come here, I’d been led into the first room, a small one with a hand scanner that would assess my permitted weapons, then provide them from an extending drawer, this time I was led through the second set of doors and into the armory proper.

Here the air was filled with the zip and zing of assembly. Dozens of automated construction arms dangled from the ceiling, running on magnetic tracks, working singly or in groups to assemble and repair the various things the troopers needed.

On the far side, Jess stood at a raised pedestal, a screen hovering before her, her hands a blur as she made alterations.

A glowing blueprint of the armor stood inside a ring, three arms already hard at work, the armor constructed up to the boots and climbing.

“Hard-light,” Jujinkai explained, registering the confusion on my face.

“What?”

“The blueprint.” He gestured vaguely at it. “It’s a complex creation, but the projectors create a short-lived frame that can be actively manipulated. The nanites are layered across it and are flexed to ensure they form the correct shapes for the nanotubes.”

It is crude, but a viable method. We will refine it.

“So, what about this armor?” I asked, unable to tear my gaze from the gray-black suit that was being constructed even now.

“Here.”

I was led past all the interesting stuff and to a back room, one that I guessed would be filled with dust, if not for the tech that purified the air, as everything appeared long abandoned in here.

A series of lockers covered the far wall, and he led me to the middle one.

“You’re small enough this one should fit.” He searched through the various markers before instructing me to put my hand to the lock.

I did, grunting as it scanned, then took a blood sample, before opening and revealing…

A chainmail suit?

I looked it over, frowning, then turned to ask Jujinkai, only to find him pulling out pouches and equipment from the racks next to it.

“It’s a dwarven design, one that was made for their knight class.”

“What the hell is a dwarven?” I asked, stunned, having never heard of them before.

“Ah, yeah.” He winced. “Well, a little trust is in order here. Apparently, the dwarves don’t like humans, not entirely sure why. They’d never explain it, but when we discussed the possibility of an alliance with you, they refused. They were outvoted by the rest of the alliance worlds and promptly left, demanding that we keep their existence a secret from you.”

“Why?”

“Honestly, we don’t know. Something about your past, but they refused point-blank to have any interactions with you. The nearest we could come to an answer was that they were the frontline fighters for the alliance, and when you came along, they felt they’d been dishonored.”

“They can have the front line,” I muttered, looking back to the chain mail. “Look Jujinkai, no offense but this looks…”

“It’s not as old as it appears, and it’s well-designed. Try it on.”

When I pulled it on over my clothing, the thousands of interlinked tiny segments shifted with a soft rustle, barely louder than cloth rubbing. The suit split down the front, crotch to throat, letting me step into it and pull it up, pressing the edges back together and sealing them again.

It covered me comfortably from shoulders to knees, a little tight in the crotch, but then I was only average-sized for a human, while the knights, as Jujinkai explained, were taller than the average dwarf.

Their legs, however, were markedly shorter than mine, and that bastard elf kept laughing as he tried to find me some boots that would make up for it.

The belt was a simple affair, over one shoulder, diagonally, and around the waist. Four pouches were attached to it, as well as four broadcast lenses. One attached on either hip, looking out to left and right, then one in the middle of the chest and back on the belt. The pouches were large enough to carry enough food for a day, a first aid kit, several small devices if needed, ammunition, and four grenades.

I chose a lockpick kit, deciding that, while it wasn’t beyond Achilles to do that himself, tearing the device apart would give us access to its programming and hopefully help us take the bomb apart, when the time came.

I filled the pouches with four magazines with twenty shots each and a heavy, bladed survival knife to ride on my left hip. Two magazines for the handgun on my right hip, four grenades, two shrapnel and two phosphorus, and a canteen rounded out the gear, until Jujinkai reappeared with the boots.

He'd tried, genuinely he had, but damn. It wasn’t the design–they went to just below the knee, which was a bit weird, but okay. It wasn’t even the fact that they had a slight heel, which felt weird, walking angled forward a little.

It was that they were bright red with yellow spirals.

“You better be shitting me,” I said flatly.

“They’re Janus’s.” Jujinkai smiled faintly. “And they’re his favorites, so believe me, if he finds out you’ve worn these to battle, he’ll either love it and be even more on your side, or…”

“Or?”

“Or he may shoot you himself.”

“Fucking elves,” I muttered, taking them. “Look, there has to be something else, right, something that…”

“We’ve dozens of other pairs, but none that will fit you. Your feet are wider than most. Except for fashion, no elven shoes reach so high…”

“Then why?”

“A joke,” He said. “Janus took some armored boots, adjusted them for his size, which is fortunately close to yours, then decorated them as a joke.”

“Well, doesn’t he have any spares? Or…”

“We can have some printed, but with the backlog, you’d lose at least a day until they could be made up.”

“Fucking elves,” I repeated, pulling the offensively loud boots on. They looked ridiculous, like utterly stupid… but I had to admit they were comfortable.

I settled the rest of my gear, as Jujinkai went on.

“So, your first solo mission is a scouting and elimination one. A group of rock trolls have moved into the upper reaches of the local mountain range, and…”

“Kill them, got it.” I nodded, sheathing the knife and picking up the handgun, checking it over.

“What? No!”

“What?” I asked, frowning at him.

“Why… why would you harm a group of rock trolls?” he asked. I opened my mouth, frowning as I tried to make sense of the automatic instinct.

“I… I don’t know, something about… something about trolls eating people?” I finished lamely.

“No self-respecting troll is going to eat a human or an elf or hell, any sapient. We’re too fatty for them. Mainly, they subsist on quartz and schist and very rarely, if they need to store fat for breeding, they’ll go for an easily digested meat, usually mountain gnoll or similar.”

“And gnolls aren’t sapient?” I asked, frowning, trying to remember what they looked like and drawing a blank.

“Not for long, if there’s a family of trolls around.” He grunted, shaking his head. “Look, go find the cave trolls, tell them you’re there to sort out the thieves, and they’ll direct you to the right place. You know where your deployment pod is, right?”

“On the airfield?” I asked.

“It’ll be fueled for a return journey, so don’t crash it. Your rifle is in the first room, along with a harvest tool.”

That, it seemed, was all I was getting as he strode out of the armory, leaving me to slot the rest of my gear into place.

Leaving the back rooms, pausing only to wave at Jess, I returned to the front, laying my hand on the scanner and grinning to myself when the tray slid out, offering up a gleaming rifle.

I picked it up, recognizing it as the same model the troopers carried, with a magazine holding twenty rounds already inserted.

I’ll interface with it once we’re en-route, just in case. Achilles suggested. I nodded, as if to myself, before resting it against my shoulder.

The second item was a shorter and stubbier creation, circular and about six inches long, with a spike that slid out of one side then retracted to stay hidden.

I recognized it instantly as the retrieval tool I’d seen some of the troopers use to collect the nanites, albeit a smaller version and one that wasn’t integrated into the armor like theirs was.

Well, I’d split the nanites, I decided. One for them, one for me… I slid it onto my left arm, feeling it adjust itself to seal to my armor, and I strolled out of the armory altogether.

The trip to the airfield was short, mainly taken up by me hoping the clouds would cover over soon, as the damn dwarven mail was insanely shiny.

I was fairly sure the distant laughter from the sentries I kept hearing wasn’t my imagination either, as I clambered into the deployment pod.

Just over fifteen minutes later, with my arms, legs, and teeth aching from the constant need to hold myself in place as the pod flew, I finally landed. The engines flared and jolted me from side to side as they slowed our sudden dive, switching from a steady roar to a repeated burp of deceleration and a slowly declining rumble.

By the time I landed, this time with the pod settling down in a narrow gully, I was desperate to get out of the bone-rattling contraption and damn well hurt something.

I kicked the door open, to steam rising from the entire area. Rocks crackled nearby as they absorbed the heat of the landing… after previously being covered in snow.

That’s right, fucking snow.

I swore, my goddamn bright red and yellow boots standing out even more insanely than they had before as I jumped from the pod and raced from the baked rock, sliding in the snow.

The bright yellow pod, literally an ovoid, had three thruster pods located equidistantly around its base, and the hatch in its side was slowly closing on automatic…

…and the goddamn steady snowfall drifted down all around me.

The pod had landed in a narrow gully, the steep sides of solid rock covered in a narrow scattering of gnarled and stunted trees. Snow coated everything, bar a steaming slush that was seeping down the sides where the mass met the heated rock.

Several of the trees were ablaze, the pop and crackle of the cold wood and the frost meeting the flames, causing trees around them to sizzle as well.

I winced at the thought the damn forest could go up, but…

The steady snowfall, and the iron gray sky, along with the reflected weird light that you only got from snow relaxed me a little.

The fire wouldn’t spread far, I decided, and it’d only go back up again when I took off again, so fuck it, best to let it burn out now.

I turned, then turned again, suddenly realizing that in the discussion with the cave trolls… I’d not asked what they looked like or where the hell they lived!

I tried the comm-link that Jujinkai had given me, laughing bitterly as it searched over and over for a signal, clearly having issues as thunder rumbled overhead and lightning flashed in the snow-filled clouds.

The damn thing was useless in the storm, it seemed, just like the rest of the kit the troopers had. It was old and obsolete, their current tech being built around their power armor! I stashed it into a pouch and forgot about it, looking around and thinking quickly.

The pod wouldn’t have dropped me off far from them, I had to assume. As any direction was as good as another, I decided to try going upward, climbing the sides of the gully.

After only a few minutes, I decided that having now seen snow in reality, not just in the vids I’d been watching with Panna, I didn’t fucking like it.

It was cold, slippery, the way it crunched underfoot meant it was impossible to creep up on anyone. And, because I was wearing a simple, long-sleeved top and trousers under the heavy metal armor I’d been given, I was already starting to shake with the cold.

Ten minutes later, having made it far enough up the slope I judged it unlikely that it would have landed this far from their home, I turned right and started to search in that direction.

Scanning. Visual sensors are unreliable.

I nodded, unwilling to speak and suck in more of the freezing air, confident that we’d soon find the home. After all, we had huge advantages here.

Two hours later, I made it back to the pod, barely able to keep moving thanks to the nanites alone, freezing cold, thoroughly miserable and unable to speak for the chattering of my teeth.

I dragged myself inside, searching through eyelashes coated with ice to find the small screen inside. It glowed a cheerful, warm white with a path outlined in green.

The path led—of course—down the mountain. Achilles, equally disgusted we’d missed the map, began to curse, apologizing over what he clearly saw as his mistake.

I couldn’t speak for the cold, and it took me nearly half an hour of sitting in the pleasantly warm interior to regain enough control that I was ready to venture back out into the cold to head down the damn mountain.

Some ten minutes after I’d left the pod, I slid down a last slippery slope and saw the gleam of artificial lights. I turned to them, hobbling along. My armor, covered in snow and ice when I’d made it back into the pod, had been soaked when it melted.

As had my clothing.

The ten minutes outside on a mountaintop, in heavy snow, were enough to make damn sure I now hated the snow, as every single layer of my clothing was frozen, scratchy, and rough.

The armor seemed to be actively draining the little energy I had left, and the boots? They were so covered in clumped snow, I could barely lift them.

The house I found had clearly once been a cave, one that had been built across the entrance with a skilled and high level of technology in use, judging from the sweeping design that funneled the falling snow and wind around it.

The home lay in a gully, similar to the one I’d landed in at the highest end. Recessed, with a gently bulging front, three windows lay that each glowed with a cheerful light, ringing a door that was more of a boulder in the shape of a plug than anything I was used to.

I moved up to it, hesitating, then trying knocking on it, to absolutely no effect. I moved slowly, shivering and stumbling to the nearest window, trying to look in, digging my fingers into the packed snow that almost obscured the light… and I just managed to make out a sound from inside, as I dragged at it.

Seconds later, barely audible above the sound of the howling wind, a chime rang out, shimmering in the air. The boulder shifted, flowing forward, then to the side, exposing that the rear section was carved with the wheels of a cog.

I stumbled to the left and into the view of the doorway, seeing a tall and willowy figure that stared at me in shock.

“H…hi…” I managed to get out. “Ju…jujin…”

That was all I managed before pitching face-first into the snow, the world around me growing dim and tumbling away as the warmth of the entrance washed over me.


Chapter Fifty-Three

I woke slowly, rising from deep in the vale of dreams, to the sound of low voices around me, a susurration of a dozen overlapping voices, some near and some far, some that were familiar and others…

The timbre of the closest voice was weird, and my mind latched onto that, an almost echoing depth to it, low and strong.

I blinked my eyes open, focusing on the warmth that surrounded me, and the nearest voice suddenly hushed as I shifted, blankets falling from me.

I reached up, my mind still foggy, as Achilles began to speak.

We… live?

“We’re… alive?” I asked, genuinely unsure, as a figure moved closer, blocking out some of the light and staring down at me.

“You live, little one,” the voice rumbled. I recognized it as the same one who had been speaking before. I frowned, focusing on the craggy skin… and the smile.

They were humanoid. No clue if they were male, female, or neutral, but their skin? They looked similar to the elves, tall, willowy, graceful, yet…

Their skin was craggy and rough, like scales or heavy, thick calluses had grown over and over the same sections, resulting in growths that appeared stonelike.

“Do you know who you are?” The figure asked. I nodded. “Can you tell me?”

“Ajax,” I mumbled.

“I believed this was so, but best to have it confirmed where possible. Jujinkai said that you were coming, then called several hours ago expecting a status report from you.”

“How long?”

“Have you been asleep?”

I nodded, sitting up slowly, with their help. “Some six hours you were unconscious. If you don’t mind my advice, next time, don’t attempt to travel in a storm like this.”

“I was sent,” I managed to get out.

“You were sent to assist us in dealing with a nest of mineral thieves. Should they be caught out in such a storm, they would surely perish, as you almost did. Why did you not wait, sleep in the pod until the storm passed?”

“I thought you were in danger,” I whispered, looking around the room I found myself in, amazed by the difference inside.

The walls curved in flowing ridges that appeared to have been organically drawn, smooth like they’d been polished by the passage of generations of water.

I remembered the door–thick, cog-like, raised and lowered sections. I was indeed laid in the front room of the home.

If I wasn’t looking for it? I’d never have seen it, the carving was that smooth. Set to either side of it were damn weird sections. Literally, heavy ridged slabs of stone that pointed into the room, and a mass of fractured shale or some such piled haphazardly behind them, surrounding a narrow gap in the center. If it weren’t for the the placement and the location of the ridges and—of all things—a fucking stand for shoes and so on to be stacked on, I’d never have found it.

Staring at that door now, I genuinely had no clue how the hell this person moved it.

I turned back to them, seeing the slim frame, the ridged sections that overlapped, and…

“First time seeing a rock troll?” they asked, clearly amused at my dumb look of shock. “What were you expecting?”

“I… I don’t know, I guessed you’d be massive and… rocky?”

“Well, that’s more or less understandable. We’re a distant relative of the elves. Same baseline species, but we went in different directions, like you and your great apes?” they suggested.

“Uh-huh?” I mumbled, nodding and trying to wrap my head around the calm, clearly patient figure before me, and the beautiful home, and that they were here, so far from everyone. “Ummm, aren’t you afraid to be alone out here?” I asked.

“Hardly!” they snorted. “I’ve got my family with me, my two… hmmm, okay familial relationships for my kind are a bit different from elven norms. I vaguely remember you are closer to their ways? I have two husbands and three wives, although as a mining home, we have no children here, with the others mostly out working on the mountain.”

“Okay,” I muttered, still trying to figure out the situation when the door rumbled and began to open.

The temperature dropped sharply, a sudden frantic flurry of snow and icy wind blasting in as a massive figure stooped and crawled inside. They paused only briefly on seeing me, then turned and tugged the door shut, the seams around the edges of the door almost vanishing as the plug settled back into place.

“Come in, Darius, come in!” My host called before turning back to me. “Don’t let Darius worry you. He’s a grump, but…” They broke off, seeing the stunned way I stared at the massive figure, then settled back to watch me as I stared at Darius.

The newly arrived rock troll looked distantly related to my host in that they had similar craggy features. The overlapping, almost shattered rock textures of his skin proclaimed that he was about as far from fleshly creatures like me as it was possible to get.

The difference was, though, he was at least three meters tall if I had to guess, and probably the same across the chest, with two heavy upper arms and two lower, smaller, and possibly more nimble ones.

He stood atop tree-trunk thick legs normally, then shuffled into an empty recess near the two full ones on either side of the door. Then he turned, backing into the gap on his hands and knees.

I couldn’t help but be confused to all hell. The room we were in was roughly circular, perhaps two meters tall and ten across, with a half dozen of these recesses scattered around it and a much smaller door opposite the one I’d entered by, presumably leading deeper into the home.

The sounds of others, of conversations and clattering, general sounds of life rang out from the deeper areas. Here and there around the room, a few technological artifacts had been set, perhaps for decor. Screens, buttons, and various glittering lights showed here and there, one of the screens having been positioned next to the troll who’d been speaking when I woke up.

“Who are you?” I asked them, glancing over before looking back at Darius as he shuffled backwards into the recess slowly, taking great care not to damage the wall on either sides as he went.

“Oh, where are my manners! I’m Bule, and I’m the nest mother for our little family, for the next few months, anyway.”

“Okay…” I replied slowly, about to ask about the nest mother thing when Darius suddenly started shaking and drew my eye.

The massive figure seemed to fold in on himself, quivering, then… then a great crack down the center of his chest opened up, tearing upward with the sharp sound of shattering rock!

It raced up and down, following a narrow line, dozens of additional cracks radiating off it as the massive creature seemed to fracture, then… and then a much smaller figure similar in height and build to Bule stepped out as if shedding a spacesuit!

My jaw dropped at the way the seemingly massive rock troll was exposed as being an average-sized humanoid suddenly. He strode over to tower above me, staring down and watching me carefully.

“Ah, so you must be here to deal with the rats, then?” He asked after a few seconds. I nodded dumbly, still trying to take it all in as Darius rested a hand on Bule’s shoulder, speaking to both of us.

“That’s good. The damn things have dug in under the storehouse, and they’re stripping the place. How soon can you clear them out?”

“I don’t even know…” I started as Bule spoke up.

“We didn’t know it was a family of rats when we put the request in, and I never updated it,” Bule admitted with a shrug.

“Why not?” Darius asked, frowning and looking confused.

“Honestly? When we submitted it, it looked like something a lot more dangerous could be out there. So, when it was just a family of Rime-rats? I didn’t want to update it.” Bule looked back at me and shrugged. “They’re annoying as hell, then it’d be downgraded in importance, and we’d probably be told to deal with it ourselves. Hire a mercenary or a vermin hunter.”

“By the banished gods,” Darius groaned, covering his face with one hand, taking a deep breath, then taking it away and fixing me with a forced smile.

“I’m sorry,” he said quickly. “It is an important request, although it probably doesn’t sound like one right now. We mine Styranthum and Cesium, both important in the production of the ion engines for the evacuation, and the damn rats love the stuff. They collect it for their nests and for their newborns to feed on, so?”

“So?” I asked, still feeling frozen to my damn core as I stood up, blinking as I swayed slightly, still unsteady on my feet.

“So are you going to report us for this?” Bule sighed. “Look, it’s important mining we do here, all right, so it’s not like we’re wasting your time, but, I don’t know, maybe we could offer you some gems or something?”

“I don’t care,” I mumbled, looking around for my armor. Bule, presumably, had removed it while I was unconscious. “Where’s my gear, and how far to the nest?”

“You won’t report us?” Bule asked quickly. “We could feed you until the storm blows itself out, as a thank you?”

“No. I need to get back. If it’s just some damn rats, then I’ll kill them quick and get back out. I need to be hunting bigger game.” I cracked my back with a twist, spotting my armor draped across a narrow railing off to one side.

“It’s only a short distance to the mine.” Bule glanced over at Darius, who headed back toward what I now recognized was a combination armor and heavy mining suit.

“Thank you,” I said, pulling the armor on, feeling the warmth that permeated the links, presumably having been dried and heated just in case.

I dressed quickly, catching a speculative look passing between Bule and Darius as they handed me my gear and got ready themselves.

“I’m sorry about the rats, but you said bigger game?”

“I need to harvest the nanites from the creatures. Rats aren’t going to give me much, and we need it for the defenses,” I said. “So unless you know of anything bigger around here?”

“There’s the old man of the mountain?” Darius rumbled, back in his massive form. “It’s hibernating, I think, after it took the Rane harvest?”

“What?” I asked, perking up a bit.

“The old man of the mountain is a core dragon, a kind of lesser wyrm, maybe thirty meters long by ten wide. It’s been feeding in the area for the last few years,” Bule explained.

“It’s not on the target lists because it only feeds once a solar rotation, and they set up feeding stations for them. That was a month or so ago, when it hit the Rane farms. It ate the southern harvest then burrowed into the fields again. It won’t be seen for another nine or ten months at the very earliest. By then, we’ll all be off this rock hopefully.”

“How dangerous is it, and will it have nanites?” I asked quickly.

“It’s a core dragon, basically a giant mouth that burrows through rock and feeds on anything it can find, so very and yes, lots?”

Can we kill it with what we have?

I dutifully repeated the question. The pair looked at me and at the rifle I was holding before growling with an annoyed, low rumble.

“No.”

“Not a chance.”

“Why not?”

“It’s a core dragon,” Bule repeated. “It burrows through solid rock, and they come from deep underground, from near to the core? Their outer skin is essentially super-hardened to enable them to cut through the rock. It wouldn’t even notice that rifle.”

“Fuck.”

“But…” Darius rubbed at his chin, thoughtfully.

“But?” I asked, seizing the hesitation.

“But we have some seismic survey charges.”

“They’re not really appropriate for that,” Bule cut in, shaking her head. I was opening my mouth, about to argue my case, when she hesitated, then smiled, her gleaming diamond teeth lighting up the room as she held up one hand.

“The cryogenic area explosives, though? They’d play merry hell with the thing’s energy supply.”

“Cryogenics?” I asked.

“They’re used to flash-freeze an area of the mountainside when the seasons change. Should a section of the mountain be washed away, it can be dealt with. In case of a mudslide, we have three cryo-grenades in reserve… four, actually, but I’m keeping one for emergencies.”

“You’d give me the other three, though?”

“I’ll trade them,” Bule corrected. “The deal is, you kill off the rats and sort out their nest, and we split the metals you find in the dragon.”

“Metals?”

“You really don’t know anything about them, do you?” Darius rumbled. “Core dragons swim through stone, harvesting the various metals and gemstones as they go. The gemstones are good quality, but there’s no real market for them here, and shipping them off-world when there’s an evacuation going on? More hassle than it’s worth, compared to the ultra-refined metals.”

“But you could do it?” I asked, smiling.

“Ah, uh… no… of course not,” Darius corrected himself.

I laughed. “Darius, I don’t give a shit if you’re smuggling or not, seriously. I’m in this for the nanites.”

“You don’t want the metals?” He asked slowly. “They’re heavily refined and rare.”

“Hmmm, can you patch me through to Jessamyn the maker?” I asked Bule, nodding to the screen. “I can ask if we need anything for our project or not.”

“A maker at the same camp as Jujinkai?”

“Yeah.”

“You think I’m crazy? Or that such a call wouldn’t be monitored? I mean, we could do it, but the metals…” She shook her head firmly.

“They’d be claimed by Gardener and the war effort if they knew?” I guessed. Her wince was answer enough. “What would you do with them? Honestly?” I asked.

“We might know someone who could get a small shipment of the metals off-world. As old as the dragon is, it should have some very well-refined and rare ones. If we can get it to the markets…”

“What markets?” I asked. They shot each other a look, then Bule spoke. “He might just annoy it. What if it gets angry? Trashes the area?”

“Then we leave ahead of schedule. It’s a risk worth taking,” Darius argued, getting a slow, considering nod as they turned to look at me again.

Beware, the recording devices that Jujinkai provided us…

I cursed suddenly. “Dammit, the cameras!” I looked down at the harness, getting a chuckle from Bule.

“Don’t worry, nothing broadcasts out of here without my permission. They went offline as soon as you got close.”

“Okay, so tell me about these markets.” I grinned, settling back down, a dozen different potential paths opening up ahead of me.


Chapter Fifty-Four

Core Dragon:

Local apex predator. Core dragons are primarily Auric omnivores, consuming massive quantities of ore on a daily basis as they grow. Upon reaching adulthood and the ceasing of the growth cycle, they settle in to refine their haul. Omnivores at birth, they frequently adjust to consume others of their kind and any large-scale source of meat, sleeping off their meals over several months.

Locally adapted, enhanced mobile refinery and processing unit.

Estimated Gain: ???

Threat index: 11

Viable Target Species

“I don’t know if I agree it’s a fucking viable target,” I muttered to Achilles, who replied with a ghostly chuckle. “Seriously, that fucker is huge!”

If anything the rock trolls had underestimated the damn size of the thing when they’d said thirty meters, and the damn thing was at least fifty. While, yeah, it was ten meters or so wide, it was also heavily armored and seriously hot to be around.

The metals they spent their lives eating were broken down into two processes, Bule had explained. One was used to coat their outer skin in fresh layers, making them almost impenetrable to regular weaponry or repairing the damage done when an adult met another—invariably, they’d fight, apparently—or to add to the energy generation system.

Basically, they ran on a biological variant of a battery, generating current from multiple anodes and cathodes that the creatures created in the harvesting process.

They lived underground, surrounded by heavily radioactive materials in their early lives, surviving on a combination of their innate energy generation and that radioactivity.

As they grew, if they continued to feed on the radiation, they’d essentially consume everything and die out or become a planet-killer.

Instead, they had been driven through some weird form of Darwinism to evolve literal batteries that were charged through a constant intake of metals.

The unusable metals, or those that were only needed in small quantities, were refined and stored, constantly being added to until changes in the ores available would form a complex alloying process.

In recent years, this longstanding natural evolution had been massively upgraded as the creatures discovered that the nanite-laced blood of those around them provided a perfect electrolytic catalyst.

The only reason the wyrms hadn’t already forced an evacuation of the planet was that their senses were acute, allowing them to track large concentrations of prey. As the elves didn’t have nanites, they were passed up in favor of specially arranged prey on the outskirts of major cities, provided just in case such a creature might decide to feed nearby.

Once a wyrm detected such a meal, they’d swim up through the local stone, burrowing as they went and leaving the occasional unusable ingot behind as they went, absorbing and compressing the surrounding rock into a hardened tunnel.

There had apparently been discussions of eliminating the wyrms, something the elves in general disapproved of. The discovery of the byproducts had created opportunity, and a new career was born for brave souls, exploring the underground network of tunnels in search of wyrm droppings.

It might not be glamorous, but it was certainly profitable, and on the rare occasions that a wyrm fight had occurred, the scavenger who found the remains could expect to live for the rest of their life on the metals salvaged, even after the government had taken their share.

That had led to a steady growth in smuggling, and that was where the rock trolls came into it. With their preternaturally gifted senses for stone and minerals, they could track the wyrms, imperfectly, but they could do it.

This family made a very good living from tracking “the old man of the mountain” and recovering his leavings while publicly mining the area for far less rare and valuable deposits.

They were respected and well-liked, and that was great, as far as the family were concerned. They liked getting on with their neighbors… it made it easier to smuggle shit in and out.

The more we’d talked, the more they’d relaxed, especially once I’d told them what I was. They were used to dealing with the mercenaries that the troopers regularly employed for this kind of thing, thus their openness, or so they claimed.

Achilles and I both had our doubts on that, and he’d also picked up, after a very careful examination of the room, no less than fifteen devices aimed at me, from custom scanning equipment to plasma and railguns.

I was just damn fortunate that, in the state I’d turned up, the logical thing to do was to strip me of my armor—it being a mass of frozen metal—and once it was off, along with all my gear, my gear was the priority to be scanned and examined.

They’d checked it all over, and they’d reached out to Jujinkai, who’d confirmed I was there on his behalf. He’d then warned them not to scan me, that while I was a member of his team, I was also on probation—the easiest explanation he could give, I guessed—and had an explosive device installed in me. Scanning could set it off.

At first, they’d been furious with Jujinkai, then they’d moved past that as he explained there was no reason to warn them about troopers probation practices. They’d taken advantage of the situation, realizing that if I was on probation, with a fucking bomb up my arse, then clearly I wasn’t overly trustworthy. Should I die attacking the wyrm, it was no loss to them, but if I succeeded?

Well.

That was why they’d insisted I take out the damn rats first.

It’d only been raised to a trooper level because the rock trolls couldn’t get to them in their armor—due to the size difference—and the little bastards were vicious.

I’d spent two hours crawling along narrow tunnels that were right on the verge of being too damn narrow to move, my rifle left behind, and a handgun in hand. They’d appear, a single shot killed them, then I’d have to crawl over and around the splattered corpse.

Fortunately, harvesting them of their nanites rendered them a lot smaller than they were originally, but still, I had to basically batter them into side tunnels and crawl over the gore.

I was reeking and in a foul mood when I eventually found the way out of the tunnel, and Darius escorted me back to the home cave to talk about the wyrm some more.

Now, some five hours after I’d woken up, I was creeping up to the side of the massive fucker, really hoping that the cryo-grenades would do their thing, and the fucker would just never wake up.

The tunnel I was in was long, with weird ridges left behind from the core dragons’ feeding method, forming a rippled effect on the walls, and every step echoed.

I’d been forced to creep along slowly, constantly worrying that the bastard thing would wake up any second. All around me, patterns in the rock, striations, and clusters of deposits made the light reflect weirdly.

I’d managed to get two seismic charges out of the family in addition to the three cryogenic grenades, and my four much smaller trooper-issued ones.

The deal was that everything was to be split fifty-fifty with the gems and the metals, and the nanites were to be mine alone. I was almost expecting them to shoot me in the back once this was done, but if they didn’t? Well, it was worth the risk.

They’d also explained that the cameras I’d been fitted with were basically crap, and that they could block them in and around their home. Underground, they’d be unable to broadcast anyway, so fuck it.

They weren’t set up to record, just to broadcast—mistake there by Jujinkai—and as such, all we had to do was appear to be hunting the rats when above ground.

Darius took the extra step of explaining to me publicly, out on the trail, while being battered by a blizzard, that the rats I’d faced in the tunnels were only a handful of them. Something was making a lot of noise in the main tunnel below, so I had to check it out. Creeping along, I was approaching the rear end of a fucking sleeping dragon.

Okay, so yeah, as they’d said, the name wasn’t really descriptive. They were called wyrms for a reason. The head was the widest point, ten meters across and the same high. It was basically a circular mouth, it had no eyes, and was instead covered in sections that examined the area around them, using a form of ground-penetrating radar.

Behind the head, though? It was solid for perhaps ten meters, with thousands of tiny scales that rippled out, digging in and driving it along. It narrowed steadily, getting smaller as it flowed all the way back, until at the far end I was slowly approaching, it had a small butthole to drop off the shitty ingots it didn’t want.

I crept closer, wincing at the acrid smell as it literally started to push one out as I passed, some six inches across and eight long already, it looked like iron and smelled like…

Well.

It was just nasty.

I passed it, moving slowly and steadily, searching for the ridges the trolls had recommended aiming for.

Turned out they’d been considering this for years, they just weren’t stupid enough to be the ones to try it, and their plans had come down to two different versions.

First the cryogenic grenades.

These wyrms evolved to live beneath the surface, and around the planet’s core, where frankly it was as hot as the devils arsehole. When they traveled up and out onto the surface, it was only ever in the lower valleys, never in the high mountains where it was coldest, and only in the summers.

They theorized that the creatures could survive for short periods out in the winter above ground, but they’d get slower by the second. The cryogenic grenades were designed to drop a small area, no more than five meters across, to temperatures that the surface of the planet would never reach naturally.

I was no physicist, but the little that I did get was that it was supercooled chemicals. To a creature that was adapted to heat? They should be fucking lethal.

I would have to get them inside or into somewhere that would be affected. If I set them off on the surface, they’d give it frostbite, and it’d be pissed, basically.

Option two was the seismic survey charges, an insanely high-powered lance the length of my forearm, now strapped to my back.

They worked as miniature single-use and highly powerful railguns, slamming a specially hardened slug—a tungsten sheath around a diamond core—into the ground.

In theory, they should be able to penetrate the armoring of the wyrms, but…

Due to the insane level of force these things used, they needed to be attached to the ground prior to firing. Usually, they were drilled into place, then chemically bonded to the stone.

Trying to drill into a sleeping creature that saw the world around itself through vibrations?

Probably not a good idea.

That was as far as the trolls had gotten, thinking that both plans probably would work, if they could set up in the right way, but that if anything went wrong, they’d never be able to try again.

My solution to this was much simpler, and oh so much more stupid and disgusting.

First and foremost, I needed the fucker to be deep asleep.

I’d been assured that, after eating all the creatures it had, it would be, but we would see.

I crept past its ass, laying my feet slowly and trying not to jingle as I went. The tail was covered in smaller scales similar to the higher ones used for propulsion. The sections around the metal it extruded as armor were brown and gray, with the metal itself a deep bronze and almost jade green.

The body was segmented, rings of flesh that grew progressively smaller as they went to the back and larger to the front. I crept up to the point that there was only a little space between it and the wall, and slowly, oh so slowly got everything ready.

I set the seismic charge to go off on a signal that Achilles would broadcast from the small remote, now absorbed into my left arm as one of the first upgrades, along with the lockpicking kit.

Neither were integrated yet, but they were locked into the small storage slots, and the nanites could press a damn button, after all.

This was one of several stages where everything could go oh-so-wrong, as I winced at what I was about to do. I pulled up a small body of nanites, pooling them on the wall of the tunnel, and pressed the top of the seismic charge to it, angling the business end inward, and slightly forward, wincing as I leaned on the knife and edged it into the ridge between segments.

I froze as it shifted, clearly not liking the sharp blade. After a few seconds and no more movement, I tried again, pressing harder and managing to get it in an inch or so deeper.

I wasn’t trying to stab the fucker. If anything, I was trying my hardest not to do any injury here, but I needed to get inside the armoring.

The knife slid a little deeper as it shifted, the entire creature letting loose a rumbling noise as it shifted. I flinched, hesitating, then cursed as it made another noise.

I’d hoped, hell I’d been praying that I had a little time to set up for this, but the fucker was stirring already!

I gritted my teeth and shoved the knife forward, levering open the segment… slightly.

The heat that came off it was insane, enough that my eyes felt like they were drying out, like being too close to a thruster under test firing. I frantically palmed the activation dial on the cryo-grenade, shoving it into the gap before yanking my knife free.

The bulbous egg kept the wound open, blinking as the counter counted down. I twisted, grabbing the edge of the seismic charge, my nanites letting me twist it to press hard against the gap between the ridges.

I had three seconds when I shoved the grenade in and started the timer, and no time to damn well get away as the tail started to thrash. Diving across it, I rolled into the lee of the creature, pressing myself down as small as I could, when…

Move! If this works, the wyrm will thrash around…

That was all he had time to say before the timer expired, and the cryo-grenade went off. The detonation wasn’t a big one, but the jet of supercooled gasses going off in an open segment was clearly painful to the beast. It started to move, a sound like a reactor breach warning climbing quickly.

Then the seismic charge went off, driving the single-use shot into the frozen and warped flesh. The tungsten was designed to punch deep, then shatter, as the diamond core went on, creating a predictable resonance in whatever it was fired into. The receiver then evaluated the response and created a map of the local area.

In this case, the tungsten didn’t make it far at all, hitting heat diffraction layers of diamond, then shattering, sending insanely sharp flechettes in all directions.

That got the fucker’s attention, as I threw myself forward, trying to get out of the gap between the armored side and wall, being battered and sent flying as the tail twisted sideways, jerking itself away from the point of the pain.

I hit the roof, bounced, and slammed off the tail as it jerked aside again, then back, clinging on for dear life as the damn thing picked up speed.

Waves of heat radiated through the tunnel, already seriously goddamn warm and rising exponentially. The bronze and green scaling shifted, lifting in rippling rows, as a cherry red light began to grow under them.

I stared for a second, then grunted, twisting and about to jump free as the heat continued to build.

If we jump now, we’ll never get another chance.

“If I’m fucking baked alive, then it doesn’t matter!” I shouted, rolling onto my back and holding on, getting ready to jump as Achilles went on.

The grenade, try to get one into the wound!

I hesitated, then cursed and twisted back around, grabbing onto a ridged section and dragging myself around and over its back. I stared up at the area some four meters ahead, where I’d set off the weapons.

The armor was shattered, twisted, and torn, with bright lines of what looked to be gold and silver leaking down from the wound. The air around it shimmered with radiant heat, and the smell, Gods, it was searing my nostrils.

Get a grenade in there, and we’ve won!

The walls slid past, close enough to touch. Should the wyrm realize I was still there, all it needed to do was flex, and I’d end up as a smear on the wall.

“No… no this is fucking insane!” I shouted, shaking my head.

We need it! We need the nanites, or Panna and the others are all dead!

That did it.

My grip that had already started to weaken in preparation for me jumping the hell off the back and hoping to survive, writing this whole damn thing off as a mistake.

Instead, I clamped down hard.

“Damn you!”

You know I’m right! We’re her only chance; they’ll kill her, and all the others you love, if we don’t…

I screamed in frustration and fear, dragging myself up its back, running as much as climbing and grabbing the second cryo-grenade, flicking the activator and throwing it into the open wound, followed by, on impulse, one of each of the other grenades.

Then, I spun and tried to run back down the tail.

I made it three steps before the damn thing took a twist to the left, the body climbing the wall and racing on as it cornered sharply, clearly following an old path… flicking me free to slam into the opposite wall.


Chapter Fifty-Five

Ajax, you must wake up!

Lights.

Lights were bursting in my vision, loud noises, trumpets, crashes of symbols… Panna. Panna’s voice rang out.

“Wake up, you idiot! We’re gonna be late for muster!”

That got through to me, the voice of the woman I loved and missed so much. I blinked, and I tried to move, only to find I couldn’t.

I groaned, twisting, thinking I was stuck somewhere, my memories coming back slowly, the confusion from Panna’s voice, and the solid warmth of the tunnel floor pressed to my face.

“He’s awake,” a familiar voice said nearby. I blinked, twisting again and trying to see, only to feel rough hands grab me and turn me over, sitting me upright and pressing me back against the wall. “Well, I didn’t expect you to survive that!” Bule said conversationally, squatting down in front of me and looking me over.

Her rocky hands were coarse and rough as she checked my wounds, pressing my head back, and looking into my eyes. A light on her shoulder triggered, illuminating me in the dim tunnel.

“What?” I asked, confused and disoriented, as Achilles spoke up quickly.

They tied us up!

I shifted, trying to lift my hands, to arc my back, to move at all, and found he was right. With Bule holding me pressed back against the wall with one hand on my forehead, and something wrapped around me… I strained to look around, seeing several other trolls stomping past down the tunnel, carrying massive armloads of refined metals, and presumably headed for the surface.

“Why?” I asked, my voice coming out hard and low.

“Why not?” she countered. “We’d have let you go once you’d killed the rats, well, probably. But once you guessed that we were smuggling? It was never going to end well. At the very least, a lot of sleepless nights for me thinking about that idiot Darius letting that slip.”

“So, what now?” I asked her, glaring up as she released me, straightening up and standing over me.

“Well, normally, I’d prefer not to be involved in such things. I like a nice distance between me and any suspicion, so you’ve forced the issue there. Jujinkai warned me that scanning you could set off a bomb, that true?”

“Yeah,” I grunted.

“Why a bomb for probation?” she asked curiously. I cursed myself, realizing she’d never asked before, and that I should have been suspicious then.

“Because.”

“Just because, eh?” She shrugged. “Doesn’t matter, I’m not that curious, to be fair.”

“So, what’re you going to do with me?” I asked again.

She smiled. “Turns out you’re an idiot, and you went after the old man of the mountain. Set off some charges and more. When we came looking for you, trying to rescue you, well. You were already dead. Another core wyrm must have come looking for the source of the noise. After all, everyone knows you never use the damn things for that very reason. You must have stolen our old ones when you were at our home.”

“So, another wyrm takes the metals, not you?” I asked.

“They do it now and then, raid each other for metals, take what they want, and move on. Seems you triggered a fight and were crushed in it. Shame, that. I’ve already reported the theft to Gardener’s office, meaning that not only will the report take some time to work its way to your troopers, but when it does? They won’t be permitted to investigate for fears of corruption. Most likely, it’ll be weeks before Gardener sends a justicar to look into it. By then, well.”

“We’ll be long gone.” Darius laughed, stomping past, arms full of gleaming metal. “Thanks for this; you’ve no idea how long I wanted a new shoal for!”

“Shoal?” I asked Bule, trying to hide that I was testing my bonds.

“A shoal, a suit,” she clarified, looking amused as she tapped her chest. “The suit is semi-sentient, responding to our wishes and acting in symbiosis.”

“Nanite?” I asked, hesitating, and staring at her.

“No!” she laughed. “You think I want to be a Nikto? Another Klaatu station mess? No, no nanites here.”

I stared at her, a popup clarifying what I’d already thought, having sensed nothing from her.

‘Bule; Rock Troll Mother’:

Local rock troll clan matriarch, armored and equipped in a basic shoal suit.

Estimated Gain: 0

Threat index: 1

Non-viable Target Species

Kill her anyway.

I read it, knowing that it had come from Achilles. I grunted, then started to laugh.

“Threat index one?” I asked him aloud, totally ignoring the confused look on Bule’s face.

I should have marked her as a zero, but her corpse might fall on us, Achilles clarified.

“So, how were you planning on doing it?” I asked conversationally, before tugging on the restraints. “Can’t kill me wearing these after all; the marks would give it away.”

“I could crush your skull, then remove the restraints,” she said slowly, enjoying her power over me.

“Too obvious,” I countered, shaking my head. “If it’s to look natural, then…”

“Oh it’ll look natural,” she assured me, turning and calling down the tunnel to another troll who was stomping into view. “How much is left?”

“Of the best value? Another three, maybe four trips. Down to the lower grade, maybe an hour?” She shrugged, marching past, her voice pitched similar to Bule’s.

“Take half of the rest. Leave some of it; makes it look more realistic.” Bule said after a few seconds of clear thought. “Make it quick though, and Astrid?”

“Yeah?”

“On your return, I want you to toss this in the old man’s stomach. Make it look like he ate him.”

“Fine.” She strode past me, looking down at me unconcernedly as she did so. “Can I have the armor?”

“No, it needs to be left on him; it’s proof of who he was.” Bule denied after a brief examination of me. “Shame to leave it, but its valuable, if its gone, they’ll start digging.”

“So what now?” I asked as Astrid walked away.

Bule lifted me, one-handed, and started looking through my pouches.

“Now you stay silent, or I’ll tear off your jaw,” She replied absently, rooting around in them. “Grenades are always useful, but you can keep this one.” She said, plucking the cryo-grenade free and examining it. “They’ll assume you stole it as well, though who knows from where. Military issue, eh?” She mused, pulling the remaining two grenades free and pocketing them, before taking my handgun as well.

“You can keep your rifle. It’s standard issue and lower spec than ours, but I’ll take this to remember you by.” She smiled, the million-watt gleam of her diamond teeth reflecting the little light in the tunnel.

“I’m going to take that back,” I promised her. “Then I’m going to take every fucking weapon you have, and…”

She released me, slapping me hard with her right hand and sending me sailing through the air. The equivalent of high end powered armor that she was wearing—ostensibly for mining—significantly stronger than the troopers’ version.

I hit the floor of the tunnel, rolling and bouncing, my brain shaken in my skull from where she’d hit me so hard.

When I came to and could actually focus again, it was to the sound of distant mocking laughter as she vanished in the direction of the surface.

How about we make her death painful? Achilles asked.

I nodded, groaning as even that movement made my goddamn vision explode in light and pain.

Stay as still as you can; she’s fractured your skull. Beginning emergency repairs, Achilles requested. I mumbled my thanks to him.

It wasn’t long, probably, before the ground under me began to shake again. I forced myself to look around, seeing the approaching figure of Astrid, along with four others.

“I don’t see why we have to leave it,” one of the others commented. “That’s damn good mithril. The wyrm would have taken it, after all. If we’re leaving him in its stomach to dissolve, no one would ever know!”

“She would,” Darius growled, shoving the speaker from behind. “You want her upset with you? You feel free. I’m not doing it, though.”

“But that’s the point!” the speaker growled back, turning and glaring over his shoulder. “She’s clan mother for four more months, then the contract is up. None of us are going to sign up again anyway, so?”

“She holds our contracts for four more months. Anything we make, she gets the lion’s share. She bought us, and if you piss her off? Well, don’t forget she can sell that contract yet,” Darius growled.

“For four months?” The other scoffed. “Who’d buy it?”

“Once we’re off-world with this lot?” another asked. “Remind me again what you can do on a ship?”

“I’m a miner!” The first speaker snapped back. “The contract specifies I be given mining work!”

“Yeah, and what use will we have for you on the ship?” they repeated.

“I… no, wait, I…”

“So keep your mouth shut, and do as she tells you,” Darius rumbled. Astrid reached down, grabbing onto my restraints from behind and lifting me, seemingly effortlessly.

The chatter died down then as I was carried along the tunnel, groaning as I was bounced and hefted, the restraints digging into me all over.

It’s an ore net, Achilles said after a few seconds. The contact points and width of the sections matches one that was on the wall of the residence. It’s made of titanium wire, multiple strands interwoven and running along a core of tungsten links.

“Fuck,” I whispered, knowing there was no way I was escaping that.

I recommend an alternative, although painful, solution.

“Uh-huh?” I managed, only to have my restraints twisted in a clear warning to be quiet.

Let them dump us into the wyrm’s stomach.

“You,” I started, only to be smacked across the back of the head.

The world spun, everything seeming to explode in agony, and when I came to again? I was drooling blood.

They have worsened the fractures, and we are unlikely to survive another blow. Do not speak. Clench your right hand for yes and left for no. Do you understand?

I managed a weak right hand squeeze, and he went on.

Your left arm is heavily reinforced and could breach the net, but in doing so, the net must be braced, or it would cut through your flesh on the other side before it would give out. You understand?

Right arm squeeze.

Therefore, our only chance is to be able to either pick the lock with the kit on the left underarm slot, or to have them remove it for us. They intend to do that when they dump us into the corpse and leave us to be digested. I suggest we allow that. The pain will be significant, but considering that we will be surrounded by nanites? We can repair, most likely, any damage done.

Left arm squeeze.

You disagree, on the grounds of pain?

Left arm squeeze.

The acids?

Right arm squeeze.

It is a possibility that we will be rendered down before we can adjust, or draw enough nanites into ourselves, but…

Right arm then left squeeze.

That is not the issue? Hmmm, the acids… you are concerned about the wasted nanites?

Left, then right.

You are, but not enough to stop if it was the right choice?

Right.

You… you wish vengeance?

Right. Left. Right.

Very well. Mostly vengeance and something… ah, they have a ship, of course.

Right squeeze.

It will not be suitable to return to Panna and the others. It will be a smugglers’ ship, geared towards avoiding sensors and fast movements, but it is unlikely to be well armed.

Right.

We take the ship, and the nanites, use some of the ship’s tech in the Paladin, the rest we can dispose of to the locals?

Right.

So, to clarify, we choose not to let them leave the area, and due to the damage done by the acids, that requires we therefore not be disabled by the acids.

We must free ourselves of the net before we can attempt any real mobility, reducing us to two choices. We wait for them to remove us from the net and strike before they can dump us into the acid.

“What do you want me to do with him?” Astrid asked Darius.

“You think I care?” He grunted. “She said take the net off and dump him in the stomach. Do it, and don’t take anything from him.”

“I know that. I mean do we kill him first, snap his neck, or do I…”

“Yeah, kill him just in case.”

I suggest we prevent that.

I felt the hand close over my head, and I reacted on instinct, frantically powering the gravity generator and holding it, focusing a band of distorted gravity as tightly as I could around my head and ignoring the feeling that, with a single slip, I was likely to reduce my skull to paste.

“What’s wrong?” Darius asked after a few seconds, as Astrid started to grunt in effort.

“His head, it’s… it’s hard.”

Laughter rose around us as several of the others started making comments about her strength, until Darius snapped at them to take the metal and leave.

I was frantically holding the shield in place, unwilling to extend it, and certainly not to remove it, but well aware that it was as much luck as skill that had got it into place in time.

I didn’t dare change it.

“Is your shoal damaged?” Darius asked after a few seconds, and she grunted in the negative.

“Then what’s wrong?”

“He must have something under his skin… a reinforcement or something,” she growled.

“Then crush his throat,” Darius ordered.

I hissed, feeling her try to move her fingers, and knowing I’d not get that lucky a second time.

Against everything I wanted to do, I flexed the shield then shoved, curling the edges of the gravitational field around and backward.

I was flung sideways as she released me, howling in pain as her fingers were snapped back. I hit the ground hard, rolling up against the side of the wyrm, finally seeing the torn-open rear half of the creature.

The troll nearest me stared down in shock, seeing me shaking my head and looking around, then looked back at Astrid, before turning back to me as she cradled her hand and snarled about the damage.

He raised one foot over my head, clearly intending on squashing me like a bug, until I glared up at him.

“A dead man says what?” I asked, reaching out with Achilles’ help. Sections of the troll’s armor were suddenly helpfully highlighted.

“What?”

“Exactly,” I snarled, squeezing my right hand hard.


Chapter Fifty-Six

The gravity field wasn’t large. In fact, it was one of the smallest I’d ever done, requiring far more finesse than brute strength, but the effect?

The nose was the first, shuddering, the upper lip crumpling and deforming inwards as the nose seemed to be hit by a hammer, forcing itself backward.

The bridge of the nose twisted, sinking back as the eye sockets cracked and crumbled. The eyeballs, the only softish section of the face, as near as I could tell, burst.

He managed a wet grunt as his head imploded, then I was shoving him backward with a secondary field, needing to make sure the fucker didn’t fall on me after all of that.

The silence that fell, as the others—one of whom had been walking away—stared at the body, then me, obviously trussed up and laid on my back, slumped and seriously battered. From the outside, it was probably comical.

From inside the titanium net, I was snarling in pain and wrath, trying to get my hands around far enough to free the lockpick kit from the underside of my left arm.

No matter how I twisted, it was just…

“Kill him!” Darius barked at the remaining figure that was close to me. I stopped trying, instead lashing out with a gravity pulse, a sort of a short range, damn hard shove that hit her leg as it came down, stepping forward.

Instead, they seemed to botch a somersault, face-planting the floor with crunch of rock meeting… well, harder rock.

Snap the neck.

I did so, forming a pillow of force under her head as she started to push herself back up, wrapping it around the head and anchoring it somehow to her chin and the back of the cranium, then pushing as hard as I could on one side and pulling on the other.

The snapping sound that rang out in the otherwise-silent tunnel was insanely loud, helped by the fact that the head actually stopped halfway off, the neck having given up at some point.

Darius and Astrid were moving already, him racing towards me, her sprinting to the side and sweeping up… my fucking rifle!

I started frantically twisting and yanking, trying to move. Hog-tied as I was, I’d fallen to one side and couldn’t see half the space, blocked by the fresh body before me.

That meant that all they had to do was start throwing heavy things from out of sight, and I was fucked!

I turned as best I could, feeling skin tearing off thanks to the mesh covering me, as Achilles spoke.

The rib!

“What?” I panted, yanking and wriggling.

The rib… look at the wyrm’s rib; use that!

It was highlighted in my vision, pulsing, and I glared at it. It wasn’t a rib, a fragment of my mind noted, and Achilles knew that, but the angle it was at? Semicircular, curving upward, the flesh and internals hanging half on and off it, clearly stripped to allow easier access for the trolls, it damn well looked like one.

It was a good eight inches across, rounded at the base, and flowing upward, probably a frame that had once helped to keep the segment’s shape. It narrowed to a tip at the top, fractured and ending earlier than nature intended at maybe two meters long.

As Panna had said on several occasions, though, it was more than long enough to do the damn job I had for it.

I focused, a section near the base where it vanished into the flesh, highlighting as a weak spot. I flexed my fingers, slamming a focused gravitational pulse into it right there.

The entire body shifted slightly, as if it’d been hit by a hammer, even as the first of the railgun’s rounds slammed into the ground by my head.

I twisted, now glad of the cover provided by the corpse, and tried again, and again…

Push and pull! Hit the bottom and pull at the top! Achilles barked at me. I cursed, realizing in my panic all I’d been doing was wasting energy and basically shoving the corpse.

I focused, feeling the shaking of the ground as Darius closed, the jerking of the body I was flush against as the last few hits slammed into it then cut off, as Astrid apparently chose not to shoot Darius in the back.

Shame, that.

I wrapped a loop of force, visualizing a ring in my mind rather than a fist, as I’d done on other occasions. I closed it around the top of the rib and pulled, smashing into it hard at the bottom with a second pulse, struggling to use both at once like this.

The tunnel was filled with a sudden creak… then the rib flexed, the base collapsing as it tore free, before flashing toward me.

My eyes widened in shock, the sharp end suddenly spearing straight toward me. I shoved up and away…

Only to see it hurtle straight past, directed upward at the last second to slam into and tear through Darius’s chest.

The bottom of the twisted spear was bulbous, far wider, and crumpled into an odd, flattened section. When that hit his sternum, it stopped, the force transferred into him and hurling him backward, his shoal and his heart both pierced through.

“Darius!” Astrid screamed, opening fire over and over again.

I pressed myself in even closer, biting the inside of my cheek to keep from crying out as a stray shot impacted the shoulder of my armor, the bones fracturing under the impact.

“I’ll kill you!” Astrid screamed again.

I stayed as silent as possible, trying one last time before giving up on getting out of the net and mentally grabbing several of the stacked ingots nearby, picking them up with the gravity projectors and hurling them as hard as I could in the direction of her voice, getting screeches of pain and anger as a response.

“Left arm upgrades,” I muttered, trying not to make a sound, hoping she might think she’d managed to kill me, or I might have killed her.

Working…

Upgrade cost

Extrusion: 500+

Enhancement: 250+

Armaments: 500+

Current stores: 374

“Looks like its fucking enhancement, then,” I muttered, feeling a handful of hits slamming into the corpse right next to me.

Cursing, I gave into the fear and the instincts. I reached out with the projectors and lifted the corpse slightly, rolling it at the same time until I had a barrier between me and the incoming fire.

Warning, 17% energy available, functional nanites reduced to 282 and dropping.

“Dropping?”

Healing you is a priority.

“Stop!” I snapped. “We need to get out of this, otherwise there’s no point!”

If you’re dead, you can’t escape.

“Fuck!” I snarled, frantically looking around with half an eye, even as the enhancements section opened up.

We have three possible choices that we can afford in the enhancements section, each two hundred and fifty points, but be warned, there will be almost nothing left to heal you, nor to run any additional systems. Should the enhanced system have a cost to run, we cannot pay it.

“Fuck!” I repeated, frantically banishing the screens as Achilles continued to read through the best options he could come up with.

First, and most recommended, we integrate the lockpicking kit into the underarm segment of the arm permanently. It is a less than ideal position, but to remove it and move it to a better one? Too costly.

We integrate it and break down the spare sections into the frame, using them to offset the cost of rebuilding the third knuckle to provide the connection to systems.

“That’s great, but where’s the actual padlock?” I hissed. When he went quiet, I closed my eyes, knowing I wasn’t going to like the answer.

I cannot be sure, but judging from the pattern we have seen, and extrapolating that it is, indeed, the net that we saw on the wall in their home? It is likely behind your right shoulder.

“Then that’s pointless! How do I…”

It can be done, but to get the left hand, and specifically that knuckle into position, will be painful.

“How bad?” I grunted, trying to do it myself and grunting in pain before giving up.

The list of injuries will be significant, but include multiple broken bones and dislocations.

“Joy,” I panted, trying again and failing, again. “So the other options…”

Are significantly less viable, and revolve around improvements that have a less than 36% chance of viability. This one has a 78% chance, provided we don’t lose access to the corpse of the wyrm to restock.

Do you wish me to list them?

“No.” I sighed, swallowing hard, then closing my eyes. “Make the changes, then take control of the arm. I can’t make myself do it.”

It will be painful. If I do this, and you order me to stop, it would leave us drained of usable nanites and still enmeshed, as well as injured…

“Then you have full command over the arm for the next what? Two, three minutes?” I suggested. “Just ignore me and do what needs to be done.”

Very well, and Ajax?

“Yeah?” I panted, lowering my face to the rocky tunnel floor and trying to slow my breathing as terror rose in me.

Thank you for trusting me.

I nodded, unable to speak, as he began.

I couldn’t feel the upgrades as they were installed in my left arm, Achilles having cut off the sensory input from it as soon as the process began. But when it started to move, I damn well felt that.

The shoulder joint was a mixture of human and cybernetic, and to get it to the right angle, it verged on breaking it several times. That was bad enough, but to free up the space in the net where it needed to be, I needed space on the right.

To do that, my left arm reached over and gripped the right, twisting and pulling, then giving a single hard tug at exactly the right—or I felt wrong—position.

My right shoulder dislocated, making me scream into the floor as it continued to pull, dragging the net tight and essentially pinning me into place.

Then the left arm went back to its usual place, sliding around to raise behind my back, reaching the maximum extension it could, restricted by my left shoulder joint.

Then it laid itself flat against my back and started to use its servos to lever the shoulder around.

My bones were creaking, microfractures already starting, when I bit through my lip. My jaw was clenched so hard to muffle my screams that it was about to break as well.

By the time the shoulder broke, and the arm was able to move again, I was screaming externally, unable to help myself. The grating of fractured bones against each other, the internal bleeding, and the various nerve clusters that were firing and failing were enough that I lost all sense of the world around me.

Achilles was speaking to me, trying to reassure me, trying to get me to respond, but I was catatonic. The pain, the terrible pain, and the… the HUNGER.

It washed through me, and I finally managed to raise my head as the reserves were released and began rebuilding me, repairing the most severe injuries.

The hunger, though? That desperate need to absorb more nanites? It took over the world, focused on searching for nanites.

The world was washed out by the overabundance just laying there, ready for feasting on, as the old man of the mountain began to decompose.

The wyrm’s nanites were moving rapidly towards decomposition, programmed for recovery or dissolution upon death, and I refused to let that happen.

I didn’t even take the time to drag myself out of the net, not fully. I managed to get my legs and arms more or less free, still wearing the mesh as an impromptu fashion statement as I lurched to my feet, staggering several steps.

Distantly, I fully expected to be shot in the back, but I couldn’t help it, as I threw myself into the internals of the wyrm, tumbling through the blasted hole in its side.

I collapsed into torn and damaged organs, many harder than the rock of the tunnel. But now that I was inside—and I could already feel burning where my right knee was submerged in some liquid—I could feel and sense the nanites all around me.

The first priority was to link to them, get control, and feed on them.

I reached out, finding a slightly softer organ, something that dangled from higher up and looked like a long tuber. It was crystalline almost, made up of thousands of levels of intermeshed materials.

I bit into it.

The feeling was awful. My teeth almost broke on impact, despite being augmented, and the grating? It was like the thin metal sheets being torn and cut, the sound gnawing at me.

Even with all of that, though, the teeth were designed to pull the nanites out of whatever they sank into, and while the original intention had been blood, they still worked.

One at a time, then a handful, then dozens, and finally hundreds were pouring into me, as I finally managed to listen to Achilles again.

We have sufficient nanites to upgrade the emitters, Ajax; we must do this soon!

“Wha…?” I mumbled around the now much-reduced sack as he spoke quickly, throwing up diagrams before my eyes.

Upgrades! We need to upgrade the emitter, so that they can separate nanites from their hosts. Quickly, Ajax, we need this, approve it!

I saw the cost, four thousand nanites, and I blanched, opening my mouth to disagree, when he went on.

We’ve taken eleven hundred and seventeen nanites in under a minute, and the last of the trolls are still out there. We need to upgrade the right hand emitter to separate the nanites. Trust me, once that’s done? We can tear the nanites from the entire corpse, and we’ll not waste as many on feeding!

“Do… it,” I mumbled wiping my chin, glassy-eyed.

Continue to feed as best you can, and I will make the change. The pain will be noticeable.

I growled to myself and grabbed the swinging “tuber” and bit down again, hissing at the rising pain.

Also… brace yourself higher. The substance that has pooled in the lower areas is rendering your flesh to be absorbed.

I tried to swear at him, but couldn’t, not sucking as I was—which sounded all kinds of wrong even in my own mind—but I dutifully lifted my legs and braced, doing my best to ignore the pain and just endure it.

Minutes passed as I fed, but once the pain finally stopped, and I almost collapsed in relief, it was worth it.

Reach out and pull the nanites—only the nanites, though—and focus on making them yours. Achilles ordered. The hunger in him at the mass that we could feel all around us matched my own.

I lifted my right hand, reaching out and pulling as he’d said. Not consciously aiming at anything, much as I didn’t order the individual muscles in my upper arm to clench and relax to move it, I limply willed the arm to move, and it did.

The energy field that I created before us was the same.

I ordered it, and it came.

It was glorious.

The nanites inside of the field shivered in response, then the various structures, long impregnated by them, suddenly crumbled into dust and debris as they flowed free.

Thousands, then tens of thousands flowed into me, while more settled on my skin, forming a glistening, oily black film as my body struggled to process them. I couldn’t help but scream in terrible agony and pleasure as they burrowed into me, restructuring and repairing, even as I pulled more and more free.

Long minutes passed in searing pain as the acids contained in some of the structures around me burst free, raining down atop me, only to have their chemical reactions stripped of energy as Achilles and I pulled everything we could into ourselves. I fell, overwhelmed by the pain, sinking below the surface.

Finally, hours later, or so it seemed to me, I pulled up the design for the armor Jess had been working on.

Careful! We don’t want to lock them into the pattern; we just need an imitation of it. Otherwise, they’ll form it, and we’re back to harvesting more for our needs later.

“What do we do?” I asked him, getting a mental, feral grin in answer.


Chapter Fifty-Seven

Astrid dragged herself along the floor of the tunnel, the discarded and empty trooper’s standard-issue railgun left behind. The fractured side of her skull shifted, desperate to reach the surface.

“Don’t… leave… me…” she slurred, one side of her face no longer working, her shoal shattered beyond repair, thanks to one of the metal bars that had cracked her skull when it ricocheted off.

Her left arm was dragging uselessly, her left leg little better as she whimpered. Reaching up and grabbing the ridges left by the wyrm, she dragged herself forward.

The shoal’s right hand that was shattered by my gravitational blast was the only reason she’d made it so far. If it had been hers?

She’d have been lucky to make it a dozen meters as I fed.

Instead, it’d taken me fifteen minutes of walking to reach her, which showed just how long I’d been lost to the consumption.

That was okay, though, as it’d given me time to do some additional upgrades.

Where my right hand was now specialized to strip nanites from the world around me, interacting with them and forming them into rudimentary structures, my left could do the same, but with metal.

No longer was I as restricted, limited to a few dozen meters at most. Now, I could reach more than double that to control metal, and damn that was going to come in handy in a fight.

The gravity projectors were powerful.

I plucked her from the ground and lifted her into the air, flipping her around and holding her before me as I strode forward, enjoying the outright terror in her eyes.

I wasn’t the same trooper who had walked into the trap, a human clone without a place in the world.

No, I’d been reborn in the searing hell of the core dragon’s stomach, stripping the richest metals and millions of nanites free of the mass around me and using them to rebuild myself.

I knew who I was and where I was supposed to be.

It’d come to me, crystallizing as I laid there, sinking into the acid, burning and being rebuilt.

I was the first of my kind.

I was the latest and most unnatural of humanity’s evolutions. The only others like me were forced to serve their enemies, unknowing.

It’d always been a plan to try and save them, to force the elves and the humans to give us our own space, even if they would not help us.

To fight for my brothers’ and sisters’ lives.

After being betrayed again and again, after seeing the way that the rock trolls—creatures I’d assumed were bad through some ancient stories, and I’d been assured were just normal fellow beings—had happily betrayed me and tried to kill me.

No, I saw it all now.

Jujinkai had changed from hating me, to being okay, to pretending to like me. The fear in Astrid’s eyes, the way that Athos and the others were.

I saw it all.

They’d done all of this because I was weaker than they, or so they thought. When I was proven to be stronger, they changed their minds and wanted to be friends.

When I’d been nice to Athos? He’d stabbed me in the back, blaming me when he’d screwed up.

When the trolls had seen a way to use me? When Gardener had seen a possible advantage for her people in access to my nanites?

No, they’d all been out to fuck me over.

The only people who hadn’t wanted to use me had been my fellow slaves. Yeah, some of them had been assholes, like the vulture pilots, but that was regular, fuck-you-all assholes.

They were my assholes, more to the point.

No, I’d always intended to earn some respect here, prove myself, and earn the others a place here.

No more.

I wasn’t going to be asking for permission to take the others and live free.

I was going to make the elves and everyone else beg us to leave and make them fucking well stay clear. They had camera drones, and they’d intended on keeping cameras on me? Fine. That would work out well, then.

“Tell me where your ship is,” I ordered Astrid coldly, holding her pinned in the air, floating along as well.

“Burn in… hellfire…” she managed.

I smiled, triggering a compression of the field holding her.

It took two seconds to go from confusion and pain to realizing exactly what I was doing. Then, she started to talk.

The ship was higher up the mountain, hidden in a cave they’d hollowed out, making full use of a gap in the planet’s sensor net to get it both in and out on a regular basis.

I made it to the entrance to the tunnels I’d entered seemingly so long ago, and I pressed the connection on the commlink that Jujinkai had given me, seeing that the goddamn storm had finally passed.

“Ajax?” he answered after several seconds. “It’s about time. I was close to dispatching a damn rescue party.”

“Jujinkai, shut the hell up,” I replied flatly. “Can you see where I am?”

“One minute.”

“Yes, you’re half a kilometer from the homestead you were sent to aid; what happened? They’re out of contact as well.”

“They’re fucking smugglers who set me up and tried to kill me.” I snarled at him. “Ever hear of a core dragon?

“A… wait, they sent you after the old man of the mountain? That’s not the target! They said there were ore thieves!”

“Yeah. They sent me down one of his tunnels with a few extra grenades and a…”

“Help me please!” Astrid screamed into the open comm channel. “Bule, we’re at the entrance to the tunnel! He’s killed the others!”

“Shut the hell up!” I snapped, smashing her sideways into the rocks next to the entrance.

“Ajax, who was that? What the hell’s happening there?” Jujinkai called, clearly frustrated and confused.

“That was Astrid, one of the trolls.”

“Ast… Ajax, I need you to stand down. I’m sending a detachment to the mountain now and…”

“Release her!” Bule’s voice cut into the conversation, and I grunted, guessing she had a system set up to monitor communications around the local area. “Release her, unless you think you can survive a maser blast.”

“Maser… Ajax, who the hell has a maser up there?”

“It’ll be on their ship, I’d guess,” I replied through gritted teeth. “You know, the one they use for fucking smuggling!”

“Unknown communicator, this is Squad leader Jujinkai of the Third…”

“It’s Bule.” I cut him off. “You know, the person you sent me to help.”

“Stay out of this, Jujinkai, you have no assets who can reach me before I blast your little shit of a mercenary into his component atoms. The howlers are too far away to stop me getting into orbit, and once there, I can outrun them, anyway.”

“So what do you want?” I asked her, grinning evilly as I looked down at the battered and broken form of Astrid. “Because, let me tell you, Astrid isn’t walking anywhere on her own right now.”

“Take her down the mountain and east, three hundred meters. There’s a clearing. I’ll meet you there.”

“And why would I do that? You’re going to maser me,” I asked, leaning against the wall.

“Because if you don’t, then I’ll blast you and the fucking mountain apart! You think I care if you live or die? I’ve sixteen minutes before my window closes here, and I can still get to orbit and be free. I’ll spend fifteen of those minutes blasting the tunnels you’re planning to hide in until they glow with radiation. Your only chance is that I let you live, so I suggest you don’t annoy me any further!”

“Well, you heard her, Jujinkai,” I said conversationally. “She’s going to come and meet me.”

“Ajax,” he growled before muttering something under his breath about humans and lunatics before going on. “Good luck,” he said finally. “I’m scrambling howlers and the quick reaction force.”

I heard the snort of disgust from Bule as she closed the line as well. I clicked off it, looking down at the sneering face of Astrid.

“You better be a good monkey now, or…” Astrid snarled.

“Walkies!” I declared, grabbing her by one ankle and setting off down the mountain, dragging her as she cried out in pain.

It took four minutes to walk to the clearing, mainly because the ground was up and down, and the number of goddamn trees and crap between where we set off and the destination.

It was worth it. The ship was sitting there already, the landing gear down and the ramp leading up into the belly was deployed, with Bule standing at the bottom of it, a much eviler-looking rifle in her hands than the one of mine she’d dismissed so openly.

She was in another shoal suit, one that looked massively more advanced than the one I’d seen her wearing earlier. This one had multiple connections and various bits of technology embedded in it, as opposed to appearing more like a rocky exoskeleton.

“Astrid!” Bule cried to her friend, lover, sibling, wife, or whatever she was. “You…!” She screamed, lifting her rifle to her shoulder and sighting on me, just as Astrid, lifted by my gravity projectors, floated between us, cutting off her line of sight.

This appears to be a simple situation… worryingly so.

“Surrender. Bule.” I said. “You’ve no chance.”

“I’d sooner fuck an imp!”

I paused at that, wondering why I’d never heard of them before, then dismissed it as unimportant.

“Do you want her to live?” I asked, floating Astrid ahead of me as I strode forward, only to frown at the sudden smile on Bule’s face.

Then I was hit by a slug, a solid metal round fired from the barrel of her fucking rifle… and sent flying to my right to crash to the floor, groaning in pain.

It’d not managed to pierce my nanite armor, but it’d done a hell of a number on my ribs. The force of the impact, even dissipated by the armor, broke six of them.

Illusion! Achilles hissed, replaying the image of her firing in my vision as I tried to breathe. The slug, six inches long and two wide, slowed down insanely, exited the barrel of the rifle and flew toward me before flickering out of existence and hitting me from the left. She has a hard-light projector and a concealment set up.

I looked to my left, glaring at her as she strode out of a seemingly empty patch of trees, shimmering as she appeared.

“You had a camera on you, filming your movements, but projecting you across into the middle of the clearing…”

“Old tech, but it works.” She smiled coldly. “When you’re dealing with idiots, anyway.”

“Yeah, well…” I spat blood onto the floor and climbed to my feet, twisting and feeling the nanites adjusting my broken bones, shifting them back into place.

“You got new armor,” she said slowly. “Where from?”

“Oh you’d never believe me.” I smiled. “Anyway, normally, I’d just break the rifle, but I like the look of this one, so say goodbye to your fingers.”

She sneered at me, pointing the rifle at my head, and screamed.

I’d reached out carefully while we were talking, surrounding her forearm with one field. I closed a second over the end of the barrel, twisting off to the side, just in case she managed to fire before I could pull this off.

I needn’t have worried. The rifle jerked sideways and up. The field located halfway down her right arm snapped the limb as the rifle was twisted free, her trigger finger being caught in the grip and snapping as well.

She screamed, clutching her arm with the other true arm while her second and much larger set, the ones that were part of her suit, folded in over her face and arms protectively.

“You bastard! You’ll pay for that… for…” She went from howling at me to panicking as she searched me for a hidden weapon or any other device I had used to do that to her.

She knew it was me. It had to have been, after all, but…

“Thanks for the rifle and the nanites,” I said coldly, staring into her eyes as I lifted her from the ground and dragged her forward, one trailing foot leaving a divot in the fallen leaves and other debris.

“We… we can make a deal!” she said quickly, almost panting in her desperation to speak. “I’m rich, the metals we harvested are all aboard my ship, and…”

“The ship that’s right behind you?” I asked as her metallic implants cracked and were torn free of the shoal, hurtling into the forest all around us.

“I… I have more! The others never knew, but I have accounts, hidden accounts at Omega…”

“I don’t know what that is, and I don’t care,” I said softly, reaching out almost gently and wrapping her head in a single band of gravity then slowly starting to squeeze.

“Ajax!” Jujinkai’s voice rang out. I growled, looking down at my pouch. “Ajax!”

“Fuck’s sake,” I snarled, pulling it free and flicking the connection. “What now?”

“If she’s truly a member of Omega, then we need her!”

“How?”

“You think you have control over the commlink?” he asked. “I set it to listen in. Now do as you’re damn well told and restrain her!”

“She’s restrained,” I said after a second, looking at the woman who was apparently asphyxiating. I’d not intended to cut her off from the air around us, but that I’d managed it was a nice surprise.

“And alive?”

“For now. Not much longer, though.”

“No!” Jujinkai growled. “I am your squad leader, and this is an order! We need her alive; we need to know her Omega codes!”

“What is it?” I asked, watching her face as she gasped and stared at me, shaking her head and clearly trying to tell me something with her eyes alone as her body spasmed.

“It’s a criminal group. The Omega is a base they use, a decommissioned planetary terraformer. It’s the size of a small moon and armed to the teeth. If the alliance could get a team inside, we could capture it and raid the fucker. That’d make a hell of a difference to the war efforts, even if we just smuggled a massive bomb in there and wiped out all the rats! Never mind if we could capture them and their stolen goods!”

“Fine,” I snapped after a second’s thought, releasing the gravity bubble around her head and dropping her to her knees. “How long ‘til your team gets here?”

“Seven minutes. I’ll be there soon after, and Ajax…” Whatever else he was going to say was lost as I “accidentally” crushed the commlink.

“So,” I whispered, crouching next to her and staring down into her terror filled eyes. “You’ve got four minutes to tell me all about Omega.”


Chapter Fifty-Eight

The next four days passed quickly. After Jujinkai and the others arrived, finding me sitting in the ship, Bule and Astrid dead from Bule’s “escape attempt” that had destroyed the commlink, he’d basically banned me from leaving the base “until I’d had more training.”

We both knew it was because he didn’t trust me, and after they’d seen me with my nanites, I wasn’t surprised.

I could only hold so many internally—less than a quarter of those that I’d managed to salvage from the wyrm. When I’d shrugged them off into a container, like shucking a coat from my shoulders, the change in the attitude of the researchers was marked as well.

Jess had finished the suit, the base layer anyway, and construction of the upper layers had been halted—to both of our anger—after Gardener herself ordered that the Paladin be our priority.

I had no issue with that, as the Paladin was my priority as well, but I was starting to suspect that there wasn’t a fucking chance I was going to be allowed near it once it was completed.

There’d been a sudden influx of passive systems being fitted to my cage or “room,” and while they were subtle about it, fitting them when I was out and training, Achilles still picked them out.

Training was different as well, now that the base layer was complete for my armor. I was permitted to wear it once a day. The plan of training me in it permanently then using it to help me harvest the monsters in the area was clearly abandoned, as the rest of the team was split into two groups.

They alternated, one training with me each day, essentially babysitting me, and the other out harvesting and fighting all day long, rather than as they had been, only responding to incursions as they happened.

Jess was getting frustrated as well. The Paladin frame was completed ahead of time, thanks to extra resources being pushed our way. Not one but two of the rare and highly needed printers were delivered to us, stunning her and concerning me as we spoke about the numbers of refugees that would be affected by that change.

“It means that the alliance stepped in and ordered it,” she grumbled when I asked. “The alliance overall, I mean, not the local leaders. Gardener isn’t happy, apparently, as it’s her people who will be lost, but it’s for the ‘greater good,’ and she’s been overruled.”

“Fuck, that’s a bad phrase,” I muttered. She nodded, refusing to be drawn more on it.

She was also pissed because a third of her day was now taken up by making video reports to departments that she’d never heard of, most of which were about me and the nanite armor, or in-person reports to the new head of research.

She’d arrived two days into the new schedule, and everything had changed with her arrival. Lady Na’anci was about as interested in being polite, or friendly, as I was in trapping my penis in a grinder.

The scarcely concealed contempt that she treated me with as well as the way she and her new researchers acted made it clear that whoever she really was, she was here for results. If getting those results ended with me chopped into little pieces?

She wouldn’t care in the slightest.

All of this meant that Jess’s time was massively impacted. That meant less time we could spend on the Paladin. While the parts were printed, and it was more or less a plug and play situation, there was still a hell of a lot of work to go into it.

Additional people were added to the construction team—without her approval, flying in on a special transport—and most of them were useless, far more interested in monitoring the systems I was installing than doing anything remotely useful.

The nanite armor was “busy being tested, as agreed” at least half of every day. It took a demand to Jujinkai and through him to Gardener on the fourth day to force the researchers to allow me to use it during the day, and for them to examine it only at night.

Wearing the armor, I could carry sections of the ship that previously required specialist equipment and fit them into place, and that sped the construction up massively.

In exchange for that, however, I had to agree to spend an entire hour a day—naked—with sensors attached to my skin, doing bloody stupid things like walking in circles until I got dizzy and doing push-ups until I collapsed.

Then, I had to repeat the entire process from scratch while wearing the suit, with the sensors between me and the suit.

They’d gone from working with me to develop the armor and Paladin to experimenting on me while doing it, and the change was definitely not a good thing.

They were making progress in understanding the link between me and the nanites, I was told. But day after day, I was asked to allow them to hook into the dataport that the fallen had installed in me.

That was one thing I’d refused outright, knowing that once they were in there? They were literally in my brain, and if they chose to do so, they could download anything.

Anything at all could be accessed through the port, Achilles had confirmed, from a memory to a direct linkage to the Paladin or armor, or more.

They could download my mind, intact, more or less, if they had access. There was no way I was trusting them to just “have a look at the system then leave” as they kept promising to do.

Achilles and I had discussed removing it. It’d been awkward, but using the hand signals and occasional words, we’d managed it. In the end, it’d come down to the Paladin, though.

With the dataport installed, and provided the Paladin was checked for anything dodgy, the ability to interface directly with the ship was going to be a game-changer.

The requests had changed over the last day, going from polite but determined into attempted blackmail.

“How can we know we can trust what you’re saying” and “either you trust us, or you don’t” and shit like that was used in the last conversation I had with them, ending in me telling the new “lead researcher”—an elven woman whose smile never even reached her lips, never mind her eyes—to get fucked.

I wasn’t even polite about it.

Then I’d stormed out of the testing area, glaring at the pair of troopers that were stationed at the door as they twitched, likely considering intercepting me.

They were in full power armor and much better gear than Jujinkai and his people had. They were apparently told to stand down, though. I strode past them, all the while feeling an itch between my shoulder blades as I waited to be shot.

“I hear you’ve been making friends,” Jujinkai called from behind me half an hour later, as Barceló moved to my left, cradling a weapon big enough it should be crew-served.

Every time he fired it off, the entire range was left obscured in creeping, drifting smoke. I growled, knowing that might as well be my time on the range over if he was going to fire that.

I was laid on my front, one of the railguns cradled in my arms, sighting down the barrel and letting Achilles aid me as I practiced. He’d adjust the aim slightly to show me what I needed to do, then we’d fire, hit the target dead center, and I’d try to reproduce it.

We were only firing one in three times, if that, because “due to the wider situation,” ammunition was limited to twenty shots a day now.

Limited to me, anyway.

“Yeah… I’m all sorts of popular these days,” I called back, squinting down the sight and tapping the trigger as if I was going to pull it.

Unlike the older mechanical models, the trigger didn’t actually need to pull back, changing a setting on the rifle meant that the increased pressure would fire the shot, rather than the physical shift. The slight rotation and adjustment movement instilled was removed, should I want that.

I found it massively helped me.

“That’s a crutch, you know,” Jujinkai told me, settling down next to me. “Having the trigger on lock like that. You need to learn to adjust for the movement and…”

“You here to give me advice on shooting, or there something else you want?” I asked him, not looking over, before cursing as Barceló covered us both in drifting smoke, his plasma lance tearing the target apart.

“We have a problem,” he said softly, leaning in closer and dropping his voice.

“No, really?” I asked sarcastically. “Whatever will we do?”

“Shut up, Ajax,” he growled. “The human imperium has formally demanded you be handed over to them. A battle group is being diverted to collect you and anything you’ve been working on as vital to the war effort.”

“And what, you don’t want to share your toys?” I asked him grimly. “You think I’m a fucking idiot? All this, all the changes around the base? You don’t trust me.”

“Should I?” he hissed. “Every time I try, every single chance I give you, you fuck with me! You lie to us all, you try to hide things that could change the war effort, and you…”

“You don’t get it!” I snarled, twisting around to fix him with a hard stare. “I tried, I tried to fucking work with you, but it’s never enough! I fought with you all, I showed you what I could do, I extended the trust you shit, then Athos got trigger happy, and I’m the one who gets the blame!”

“He… okay, that point is fair,” Jujinkai whispered, closing his eyes and letting his head fall forward. “Janus is okay, by the way. He recovered and claimed that he wanted back on your team, demanded the suit cams, as is his right, then made Athos admit his fault.”

“And you were going to tell me that when?” I snapped, shifting back to the rifle.

“When you asked about him!” he snapped back. “Being in a team means making an effort, not simply ignoring your fellows all the time, and…”

“And I’m not in your team anymore,” I snapped, my brain finally catching up with the combination of Barceló firing that thing, and Jujinkai speaking like this and to me now. It was a set-up. The only question was whether it was to take advantage of me or…

“No,” he agreed after a few seconds of silence. “No, you’re no longer to be ‘risked and wasted’ on the front lines.”

“Because of the nanites?”

“Because of everything! Nanites are almost impossible to control outside of the body, interacting only as they’re being programmed and with magnetic fields or containment rings. You use them as an extension of your body! You control them in ways nobody has ever seen, ways that, for everything we know, shouldn’t be possible, and the new scientists are…”

He broke off, and silence descended. I laid there for long seconds before speaking.

“How long do I have?” I asked coldly, sure of what was to come.

“Not long,” he growled in a low voice. “If they’ve made no progress before the fleet arrives…”

“Vivisection?” I asked.

To his credit, he only paused a fraction of a second. “I think so.”

He went on speaking quickly, as if a dam had broken. “They’ve told us nothing. Lady Na’anci has ordered even Gardener to stand aside. All we know is that, if the fleet arrives before they make any progress, to be ready to act, and that I have to report any members of my team who might have issues with you, or who may side with you, as if you were the interloper, rather than them.”

“And this warning?” I asked slowly, my mind racing.

“From both Gardener and myself. Neither of us believe this is the right path. She would rather a powerful ally, and I…” He broke off, clearly searching for words, before speaking in a grim voice. “You saved members of my team. Have you hidden things from us? Undoubtedly. Is that a reason to take this kind of action against you? Certainly not.”

“What will you do?” I asked him slowly.

“Nothing,” He replied. “If I assist you, I, and by extension Gardener, are guilty of high treason, and this world will be disavowed. We will be left to fend for ourselves against the beasts, with nothing to sustain us from outside, and our people will be forced to return, to live here until they die.”

“But…”

“But, of course, if you were to do something, that would not be our fault,” he went on, as if to himself.

“How long?”

“Three days, at most.”

“How long to finish my Paladin?”

“To the level of specification we agreed?” He asked, and I nodded. “Five days.”

“What about to flight-worthy and jump capable?”

“A Paladin cannot…”

“I know, I know, but how long?” I pressed, as I felt Achilles, silent all this time, rummaging through the meat of my memories, searching for all I knew on the jump process.

“For a limited flight and a blind jump?” He asked, rubbing his chin, before jerking his head toward the other end of the range.

I cursed, calling over to Barceló as if annoyed.

“Damn you, do you have to fire that thing now? I don’t get much time here!”

“Then you need to learn to fire in all situations… not just sunshine!” the titan retorted, firing another blast off and covering Jujinkai and me in smoke, before laughing as if he were just enjoying being an asshole to the clone.

“Two days, maybe more, but I can’t get you a jump AI,” Jujinkai shot to me.

“Just get me the ship, intact and working, load the nanites, and fill her up. I’ll do the rest.”

“The fail-safes…” He paused. “Can you deal with them?”

“Only one way to find out. Get me a pad with everything you have on a jump system, and…”

“And?”

“Look, I need to know where the… where the fallen fleet is,” I whispered, before going on quickly as I saw the look on his face. “If I jump into the same system as them, I need to fucking know it, okay!”

“You’ll avoid them?” He asked. I nodded sharply, lying, and we both knew it. “The antimatter containment unit…”

“Yeah?”

“It’ll be set to the fallen’s comm chatter. You get within fifty thousand kilometers of them, you’ll be destroyed.”

“Then I need to know where they are, don’t I!” I snapped.

“We’ll see.” With that, he stood, and I had to endure a lecture on how poor a shot I was, as well as “too arrogant for my own good, for refusing the teachings of the elven alliance.”

The rest of the day, as well as that night, was painful. Literally so, as I recognized—with Achilles help—that the researchers were getting frustrated, and if they only had a few days left, they might decide vivisection was a better option sooner rather than later.

Instead, I suggested, trying to be meek, that perhaps they could test the interactions between my gravitational projectors and the environment.

It was a way I thought I could both get some more practice and get the researchers out of poor Jess’s way as she tried to integrate the latest parts in the Paladin. They poorly attempted to help, while basically just paying attention to their passive scans and questioning me.

It failed miserably, because they insisted they needed active scans to be able to examine the system as it worked, and that in turn… well.

Achilles agreed it was worth it, despite the damage it would do to us, and removed almost all the nanites we could from my right hand. Then, I tried to use the gravity projectors.

I failed miserably, because the pain from the scanning… it was like they were using a combination of an electroshock therapy machine and simultaneously replacing my blood with acid.

The pain was insane, and I screamed my way through the tests, tests that continued, despite my demanding they stop, when one of the new researchers got excited and thought she saw something.

She literally overrode me and ordered that the tests continue for “just a few more seconds.”

After a full minute, Jujinkai stepped in and shut the system down, drawing a furious tirade from her, as her new guards stepped in as well, ready to back her up.

Only Gardener’s timely call for a progress report, one she apparently intended to discuss with the Tenders’ Council—whatever that was—stopped the tests from starting up again immediately, and possibly a fight breaking out.

It made it clear I didn’t have much time, though. I was torn between claiming to have been damaged—I wasn’t important or recognized as being a real being enough to be injured in their eyes—and needing time to recover. Or I could work my ass off to get the ship done sooner.

I chose working my ass off and regretted that later, as she insisted on testing me with the active scanners again and again, now that she could prove I suffered no lasting ill effects.

Jujinkai managed to get one of their researchers involved as a moderator, and that was probably all that kept me alive. She pointed out that I had needed significant stores of nanites after the last examination. If they wanted to test me like that, they needed to give me more nanites and let me have time to recover afterward.

The deal was that they limit themselves to my right hand and foot, as agreed. But midway through the sixth day, one of the researchers, after insisting I be strapped down to “prevent movement from interfering with the results,” “accidentally slipped” and fired a full-powered burst into my head, sending me crashing into agonized unconsciousness.

It was nearing midnight on the seventh day when I woke up from that, screaming arguments blasting on all sides as Jujinkai leaned over me.

The world was blurry, my right eye not focusing, no sound coming from that side. My body was barely responding when I finally made sense of his face, leaning down and screaming at me.

“The fallen fleet is here!” he roared. “We’re under attack! Time to prove yourself!”


Chapter Fifty-Nine

Jujinkai tried to drag me from the table I was laid atop, cursing at my weight. I coughed, twisting and trying to push myself up, the world seeming to fight against me as my armor barely reacted. Someone must have dressed me in it. How long had Jujinkai been trying to wake me?

“Achilles?” I whispered to my ever present companion, hissing in pain and horror as he didn’t respond. “What… happened?”

“You collapsed, unresponsive, so they took that as an excuse to experiment. Are you okay?” He stared into my eyes and shook his head.

“Ajax… AJAX!” he shouted, before slapping me then grabbing something from Barceló, ramming it into my neck and triggering it.

I screamed, the world surging into primacy as whatever had been in the injector sent red-hot agony through my veins. In a few seconds, the pain died away, and I sagged, wanting to vomit.

“Get up, get up and fight, dammit!” he roared into my face.

The other side of the camp, vaguely visible through the layers of doors that led out into the night, exploded in the bright white light of a plasma strike.

The ground shook, lights falling from recesses in the ceiling, and the research computers and systems–tall, complex computer systems–exploded in showers of sparks.

The ground shook a second time as another hit landed somewhere beyond sight. Jujinkai grabbed the neck of my armor, staring into my eyes in the sudden darkness as emergency lighting flickered and tried to compensate.

“Wake up, you fool! This is your only chance!” He shook me, then seeing I was still dazed, spun to Barceló. “Grab him. The shot should have him on his feet in a minute!”

I stared up at the titan as he passed his cannon to another power-suited figure, even as Jujinkai ejected a small container of nanites onto me.

Barceló grabbed me, my nanites flowing around his hands, forming puddles atop the armor, as they attempted to interface with me, recognising me, even as they failed again and again. My armor was triggering and twisting, uncoordinated impulses firing as I tried to focus. My brain still tried to get itself onto the same damn page as the world around me.

“Achilles,” I mumbled again, knowing that something was very, very wrong. Without him… without my other half, I wasn’t me.

I was less, I was… only human.

Only a clone, and a broken one at that.

“Get him to the ship!” Jujinkai yelled, ransacking a nearby shelving unit and dumping several data pads into a bag he held. I stared at him dumbly as I was thrown over Barceló’s shoulder, hearing the grunt as he tried to take his weapon back and as a voice I recognized—Janus—refused to give it up, calling back cheerfully that he’d always wanted to fire “this toy.”

I slumped over the bouncing shoulder as Barceló started to run with me. The nanites that had been dumped atop me made me twist and groan as they slid into my armor, forming pools atop my skin and binding me more and more to my armor.

“Wha…” I tried again, shaking myself as heat seemed to build, sweat breaking out all over my body, whisked away by my armor and nanites where it covered, but my face?

I could feel sweat suddenly running down my face as the temperature rose higher and higher. Jujinkai was running alongside us, two smaller containers gripped under one arm and a bag dangling from that hand as he rattled something off into a commlink.

“What’s happening?” I called.

Keying his external speakers on the power armor, Jujinkai reached up and yanked his rifle clear of his back with the other hand.

“We’ve been ordered to deliver you to the research team; they’re taking you off-world,” He called up, and I started to struggle.

“Fuck that!” I snarled, struggling against the titan’s grip. The world was on a delay, possibly while I was being broiled alive.

“Don’t be an idiot!” he called. “Gardener gave me my orders directly. Barceló, dump him here!”

I was dropped against the side of a building, the night sky overhead filled with flashes of tracer-fire. The massive orbital interdiction cannons by the armory opened up again and again as streams of blinding light flashed upward to track fast-moving targets.

Jujinkai stepped in close, dumping the containers on the floor, and grabbed me by the collar ring of my armor. He pulled me in close and stared into my eyes as the world around us exploded in fire and light.

“You were adopted by Gardener into my squad to protect the elven alliance. That might not matter to the new researchers, but it damn well does to us! You’re one of my team until I tell you otherwise, and no fucking lunatic in a lab coat is chopping up one of my troopers!”

I stared at him in shock, seeing the conflict in him that had been there since I’d first joined his team finally laid to rest. In the assault on his world, everything had become clear for Jujinkai.

“Are you with us, or against?” he barked.

I looked from him, to Barceló to Janus and a handful of armored figures braced and ready all around us.

“With!” I shouted. “What can we do, though?” I flinched, then stared up as a roar of sundered air broke over us, the distant flash of a Paladin vanishing in hot pursuit of the Howler whose noise we were enduring.

“We can’t do much, not against those… we have seventeen Howlers left on the planet, that’s it!” Jujinkai shouted over the noise as the orbital cannons opened up again, the massive constructions firing over and over.

“Then we’re fucked!” I shouted back, wincing at the noise.

“No! We can’t fight them, but you can!” He roared back at me. “Jess is arming the Paladin! It’s not finished, not even close, but it’ll fly, and it’ll be a hell of a lot more maneuverable than those antiques!”

“What?” I shouted back, thinking I’d misunderstood.

“The Paladins! The fallen are flying the mark 1’s; they’re slow, and they’re shit at turning compared to the threes and fours, never mind the prototype! The only thing that keeps them winning is the pilots! You’re generations removed from humanity, Ajax!” He shook his head, leaning in close as he went on.

“I don’t know if I’m fucking the alliance or giving it a chance here, but the only reason those bastards are winning is because you were all designed and rebuilt for the fight! You were made as the perfect pilots, then you were cloned and gifted generations of memories. You were still fighting with one hand behind your back with the oldest Paladins out there.”

“And now,” I whispered as we both turned to look at the hangar on the far side of the armory.

It was larger than most, designed to house two Howlers, back when the base had them. Recently, it’d been redesigned to run multiple fusomuscle arms running on gantries. Printing stations had been set up and equipped, and Jess and I had been fighting in there every day to create a thing of wonder.

“…my Paladin.” I finished, and Jujinkai shoved me back against the wall behind me, bouncing me off it and making me look at him.

“Don’t you fuck us over, Ajax!” he snapped at me. “Gardener told me to give you this chance… and we’re here, doing it. We’ll be thrown in a hole for this, no matter what happens. We’re ignoring the council’s leaders and their pet research team, so you make this worth it!”

“I will!” I said firmly.

“Then get ready! Once we open the hangar up, they’ll know what we’re doing, and they won’t be happy.”

“What will you do after this?” I asked, all of us ducking on instinct as a sudden bright light lit the sky. A Howler broke up, tumbling over and over to slam into the lower hillside, taking out a section of the forest in flames and debris.

The Paladin that had shot it down rolled in victory, then arced back around, vanishing into the distance, but…

“They’ll be coming back around for the guns!” I shouted at Jujinkai. “They’ll take the orbital cannons out then bomb the base; get out of here!”

“Not until you’re gone!”

I snarled, then broke from cover and led the way as the others fell in around me. We raced for the far side and the hangar that sat, dark and silent before us.

As fast as I was, even in my armor, Jujinkai was faster, and Janus?

He slid to a halt ahead of us by the door in the side of the building, not bothering to register a request for entry on the keypad. Instead, he used the armor’s augmented strength and punched through the lock, yanking the door open. He threw it back as Jujinkai raced inside, me right behind him and the others following behind.

Inside, the hangar had been massively transformed from the place of calm and steady progress I’d seen recently.

Instead, the arms were all in motion, techs were working feverishly under Jess’s direction to lock in sections that were complete… but utterly untested.

The main engines were in place, as were most of the ship’s systems. The stealth plating that was a late addition to the design—a test to determine if it was cheaper to manufacture and attach at this stage rather than later on and only for certain mission variants—was a mess of exposed wires in places and sucking in the light of the hangar in others.

The primary railgun, integrated underneath the cockpit and running the length of the ship, was midway through testing. The containment and alignment coils were being frantically fitted into place and charge-tested as I leaned against the barrier that ringed the walkway around the outer section of the hangar.

The secondary lasers, two smaller turret-mounted weapons, were designed to track and fire autonomously. Lock them onto a target, and they’d track it, taking it apart. Or, they could be left operating in self-defense mode, focusing on incoming fire, be that a missile or whatever.

They were twisting and turning, the one attached to the right wing flowing through tests gracefully, while the left jammed and shuddered, causing the tech on that side to snarl and swear, working feverishly to replace something I couldn’t see.

The missile pods, two rows of hunter-seekers on either side of the main fusillade and rolling back behind the cockpit were clearly installed… and just as clearly were empty.

Fusion cores were firing up, and lights were flickering to life in the cockpit, but… but that was the worst part. The ship systems were still being installed, but well over ninety percent were in and working. The cockpit was only halfway done.

Jess stood atop the chromatic panels for the stealth system, committing a crime she’d have murdered someone for under normal circumstances, as she directed the fusomuscle arms to lower the pilot’s acceleration couch into place.

“Ajax!” Jujinkai barked.

I blinked, spotting him standing in the doorway of the second office, one we’d used for parts and occasionally hiding in when researchers were pestering Jess and me.

I jogged over to him, moving past the stacked boxes and up to the final crate. Janus tore the cover from it, exposing a helmet set in secure padding.

“This is what they were working on to connect the pilot to the Paladin without your nanites. It’s the latest generation flight helmet, and as your armored helm wasn’t finished yet, anyway…” He shrugged and tossed the helmet to me.

I caught it, turning it over in my hands and staring down at the ominous-looking faceplate. It was entirely black, connectors on either side for atmospheric input, and a triangular plate for vision covering the front section. It was tinted, so even here, under the lights of the storeroom, I couldn’t see through it, and as I upended it and stared in, I saw how damn thick it was as well.

It looked like it could take a railgun round to the face and maybe, just maybe, get a scratch.

I nodded, pulling it up and over, settling it atop my head and looking through it, wincing as I felt nothing beyond the discomfort of a new helmet.

“Achilles?” I asked again, quietly. “Come on, buddy!”

“There’s another option as well,” Jujinkai said as if he hadn’t heard me. “These.” He gestured to Barceló, who now had his massive cannon strapped to his back and the containers gripped in his hands.

“The bag has the data for the jump tech we have so far,” Jujinkai said, tossing that to me.

I caught it with a grunt, then peered inside at the handful of datapads in there, as well as a dozen ration packs and a large container of water. “Nothing in there, none of the pads contain anything that we don’t think the fallen already have, or that they aren’t more advanced with than we are, like the jump systems. If you can fight them off, though? What’s there should help you to get the Paladin finished.”

“This is information,” I said, shaking my head. “It’s valuable, but…”

Barceló held up his containers, stripping the outer covering from them. I stared in sudden naked hunger at the two capsules, seeing the hundreds of thousands of teeming, roiling nanites contained inside.

“One container was delivered to the researchers, as ordered,” Barceló rumbled, smiling through the faceplate of his armor as he nodded to me. “Seems two got lost somewhere.”

“You fucking wonderful, crazy bastards!” I whispered, taking the first of the containers from him, staring at the slowly shifting mass, and allowing myself a faint smile.

Maybe, just maybe, with these, I could make it all work. Maybe Achilles was still there, just… just asleep.

“We’ve got incoming!” Someone shouted from outside. “Three ships, heading straight for the base!”

“Move it!” Jujinkai snapped.

I made a break for the narrow door, pressing the container into Janus’s hands as I passed him.

“Get them both into the storage bay, crack the lid, then close the door, fast!” I yelled to him, leaping up and grabbing a fusomuscle arm as it retracted, lifting a connector away.

Even in my nanite armor, I rode it easily, the system adjusting to the added weight and barely slowing, until I dropped onto the wing and raced forward, the entire ship bouncing slightly under the added weight.

Jess looked up at me from the cockpit, her slight elfin build vanishing in the chair made for me in a flightsuit.

“I can’t connect it all; there’s too much left to do!” she said desperately. “The stealth systems, the jump drive… none of it’s ready!”

“Are the guns?” I asked bluntly. “Engines, shields, and guns?”

“Well, yes, but…”

“Atmospherics?” I went on, tapping my mask and getting another flustered nod.

“It’s capable, but there’s not much in the tank; it was only a test flush!”

“Can I get more?” I asked, taking her hand as she reached up and helping her to clamber out.

“If… if you leave the intake valves open on takeoff, the pressure will drive a load in, and the baffles installed will prevent it from leaking out… maybe?” She suggested. “Ajax, the targeting system hasn’t been fully calibrated!”

“Did you build in the uplink capability?” I asked hopefully. She winced before shaking her head.

“It’s in there, but it’s not set up, but you’re the only one with the direct brain linkage, and it’d take time to get working fully, so…”

“So they overruled you and canceled it?” I asked, getting a nod. “Fuck.”

“The system is there, it’s capable, as we discussed, but the linkage, the connections, none of it’s in place, not yet.”

“Then I’ll do it the old-fashioned way.” I said, tugging my rifle free and sliding down and into the seat, shoving the barrel into the recess that was left for it, clicking into place out of the way. No chance was I risking crash-landing on a world without a goddamn rifle again. That was one point that they’d agreed on with the redesign.

“Your armor?” She started.

“Is the ship sealed? Heat retaining? Hell, half the armoring isn’t attached! I’m wearing my goddamn armor.”

“I understand.” She sighed. “But the weight, it’ll change the flight profile and the distribution means…”

“Never got to test it, anyway, so it’s not going to matter.” I grunted, settling into place as the cockpit, responding to my flashing fingers, began to close.

“She wasn’t joking about space, though,” I mumbled to myself, shifting and wincing. “If this is what it’s like for the taller guys? Damn. You don’t fly the ship, you wear it!”

I was laid back halfway, rather than sitting upright. The acceleration couch that was designed to fold in around me was barely able to handle my armored bulk.

I shifted around awkwardly, tugging the atmospheric connections for the helmet free and plugging them in, even as my nanites—the first load that Jujinkai had poured onto me back in the lab—bubbled up around my neck and formed a seal from the suit to it.

I nodded absently, relieved that they were doing that, then froze.

“Achilles?” I asked aloud, flicking the commlink off when it lit on the dashboard, making sure I wasn’t being listened to. “Come on, buddy, don’t leave me here!”

I felt something, a tickle in the back of my mind, an itch, a…

“Fuuuuck,” I whispered, putting two and two together and really hoping I wasn’t getting seventeen.

“Achilles, if you can hear me, keep trying,” I said aloud, flicking the various switches and test firing the various secondary thrusters as the others pulled back from the ship.

I’d not had contact from Achilles since they’d hit me in the head with the scanner.

That could be because he was dead. I had to accept that possibility. The dumb, greedy fucks, believing that they should be allowed to do whatever they wanted, had deliberately—I was pretty sure—triggered the full-power scanner to my face at short range.

They’d wanted to get an image of what was going on, and I was sure they’d gotten it. It was just at massive cost to Achilles and me. Either he was dead, which was possible, but I damn well hoped wasn’t the case, or…

Or he wasn’t, and he was either lying low—unlikely, but possible—or last of all, he was still there, but the connection between us was damaged.

That tickle in the back of my mind gave me a sliver of hope that my friend was still alive. 


Chapter Sixty

The connection to the ship wasn’t live, the connection that should have plugged into the back of my skull and allowed me to interface directly.

In theory, I could have controlled the ship as easily as I did my body using it. That was the original plan anyway, back aboard the Spirit of Humanity.

Once Achilles and I had bonded fully, we had discussed over and over the advantages of being able to control the ship with the kind of integration we would be capable of. Then with Jess, I’d gone over it again and again.

I’d been utterly unwilling to let the new research team run any tests at all, however; and that had no doubt played into why they’d not wanted Jess to spend any time on the data linkage system.

This could yet come back to bite me in the ass, but I was also fairly sure that bastard who had scanned me at close range did so deliberately.

I dreaded to think about what they’d have done, given the chance to hook me up to a machine they controlled.

A sudden, horrified thought sprang to mind, and I reached up, fingers hitting the back of my helmet unthinkingly. I’d been unconscious for a good while–had they connected me up without my permission?

Achilles was gone, or at least he wasn’t talking, responding, whatever. Was that because they’d connected up and done something?

Terror at the thought of what they might have done to him began to rise, until a sudden thump on the side of the cockpit got my attention.

Jujinkai waved a commlink in one hand as a smear of something organic slid down the side of the “glass.”

It wasn’t glass, obviously; it was a form of advanced polymer screen that wrapped all around the cockpit, giving me a clear view. It could identify targets and display data at any angle I wanted, but still, it struck me like the old jets of Earth I’d seen in the vids.

“What?” I asked, flicking the commlink back to active.

“Incoming, you idiot! You’ve been trying to get back out there since we found you, demanding all these resources? Well, get up there and prove you’re worth them!”

I snorted, lifting one hand long enough to give him the finger then going back to my warm-up of the systems.

The cockpit was, as I’d already considered, far too tight. My left hand controlled things like the main switch array for the various systems, engines, power to shields, and so on. My right had the control stick, with all its attendant buttons. But I was laid half on my back. I was cramped, and I seriously considered if I was making a mistake in wearing the armor.

Yes, the ship was unfinished, so there was almost certainly going to be issues around heat and air, but if I got shot down on leaving the hangar because I couldn’t damn well move in here?

I shook myself.

Might as well point out that freezing to death or asphyxiating made winning ship-to-ship combat pointless.

I triggered the main engines, which shivered as they were fed fuel. A sudden, short cough rang out as something in the lines blocked, then was forced through.

I felt the startup tests completing as much as I saw the projected results. The ship shuddered as each of the additional maneuvering jets fired, adjusted, and angled, then returned to their correct alignment.

The railgun whined as the capacitors spun up, the secondary engines—

The night outside the hangar suddenly exploded in bright light and fire, as the ground shuddered. A wash of flames rolled across the space in front of the opening hangar doors, the roar of Paladins passing overhead, even as the thunder of the surface-to-space cannons dropped markedly in volume.

“They took out one of the cannons!” Jujinkai barked over the commlink. People raced clear of the space between me and the hangar exit. “We’ll be next!”

“Not on my watch,” I growled, laying my left hand on the power lever. We’d gone old school for this, at my insistence. To really control the engines and the main power plant, you needed a physical thrust lever, one that you could pull back and push forward.

I couldn’t explain it more than that, I just damn well needed that feeling of the ship responding to me.

I tested the pedals, tapping them both, feeling the way they moved, digging my heels in, angling the lower jets, and dipping my toes, angling the corresponding ones on the upper airframe.

The engines finally registered as warmed enough that they were active. The inertial dampeners triggered green, lighting up the canopy.

A full suite of lights were flickering across the inside of the cockpit—mainly warning yellows and strident reds—but I had engines, and I had a fucking gun.

That was enough for me.

“Smoke me a kipper,” I muttered, shifting slightly and sending the Paladin mark 5, the first of her kind, rolling forward.

The blast doors behind me, between my engines and the hangar, with all the squishy mortal flesh and easily transformed kindling, slid shut with a clang that rang out, even as Jess came over the commlink.

“Remember, Ajax, the engines are warmed, but they’ve never been used fully. The scramjet will need… incoming!” Her voice went from flustered but determined to get this right into a scream of warning. I slammed the thrust lever back, pressing down hard with both heels even as I pulled back on the stick.

The roar of the engine as it went from idling to full power was a scream that could be heard for miles around. The bright white light of the engines bathed the hangars and armory buildings in heat, and I felt the slight delay as the thrust built.

Normally, I was fired like a shot into the black along a special launch tube, my Paladin gripped and flung out as the engines fired though a combination of artificial gravity and a modern-day catapult.

By the time the engines had reached high enough power to propel me, I was already moving at a hell of a speed.

For the first time, as me and not a stolen memory, the ship I controlled was slow to launch, building speed.

A black depression built in me, a fear that something had gone wrong, that the Paladin we’d poured all this effort into was a failure. Hundreds, possibly thousands, would die because I’d wasted that investment, rather than it being spent on providing another escape vessel for the elves.

Then reality caught up to me.

It was like I was flung into the sky by the hand of an angry god, as three Paladin mark 1’s flashed past overhead. A plasma bombardment flashed out, lighting up the night. Missiles screamed from their rails; distant targets that would have taken me days to walk to were their target. They vanished at supersonic speeds to tear into the ground defenses, softening the planet up for when the fleet moved into position overhead.

I vaulted upward, the inertial dampeners barely compensating as the massively capable engines flared to full power. Frantically, I used the augmented strength of my armor, even minimally responsive as it was, to dial back the thrust to merely catch the other Paladins.

Rather than scream past them and into the distance.

I locked onto them. The flight of three were pinged automatically as my system assessed and confirmed. Without friend or foe identifiers, the planetary net integrated sluggishly with my system to paint them in hues of red and purple, warning of the still substantial onboard armory each carried.

I zoomed in on the images. It was difficult, trying to do all of this without the simple systems I’d always used. The BAT and LENs systems had always melded my muscle twitches into commands; now I was doing it without them.

The images of the Paladins, each visible from behind, were clear. The striated, golden lines of the dark sun squadron from the Warspite was painted across the tail fins, making me sigh in relief even as I recognized the paint job.

I didn’t know them.

The Spirit of Humanity, the carrier I’d been born to? Assigned? Whatever… her squadrons were the Star Slayers, Hammer of Glory, and Creation’s Bane, the three Paladin wings.

There’d been more wings once, supposedly, and when we’d awoken, we’d been consolidated into three. Panna, who’d been in the second wing, was boosted up to first with me and several others.

We’d never given thought to just how intricate the web of lies had been, but damn.

The Paladins before me sent radar pulses out behind them on instinct, their pilots working as a well-trained and oiled machine to disable any possible missiles closing on them. They’d surely spotted the target lock.

I hesitated for a split second… then twisted sharply as they released three missiles of their own, ship-to-ship close range, one from each of them, locking onto me.

I’d done my best to ignore what was to come. These pilots were just like me, clones, fooled by the enemy into believing they were fighting for the imperium.

The commlink activated, and I glanced down, seeing my finger retreating. I’d not even realized I’d triggered it, when warnings flashed across my screens.

COMM LINK DISABLED

WARNING: Attempts to negotiate, contact, or pass information to the fallen fleet will result in termination.

Antimatter primed…

I snarled, flicking the commlink off again, fury rising in me as I cursed that. Of course, of fucking course, they’d spent their time getting that right and operational.

Their goddamn failsafe was live, and I’d just primed it by activating the commlink!

I’d been about to try and communicate with them, to try and talk them down, to make them surrender or… or something.

My turrets went live as my fingers danced across the interior on instinct, the pair of medium-range lasers opening fire in stuttering bursts to take the missiles out. First one, then another exploded in balls of radiant fire, even as my own hardened systems attempted, then utterly failed, to fire a similar radar pulse to fry the last missile.

I juked left and right, twisting the control stick and cornering at horrific speeds, and still it closed on me. The Paladins were lining up their shots, ready to take me down once I was damaged by the missile. I yelled in frustration, twisting the control lever around, digging my heels in and flipping the Paladin around, literally. The lower engines flared, banking me hard enough that the sudden sideways pressure of inertia made the entire frame creak in protest.

It was enough, though.

I was no longer pointed away from the closing missile, nor the incoming Paladins. The turrets went active again, stitching the sky with flashes of horrific heat and radiation.

The final missile exploded, hit twice in half a second. The nose cone and payload detonated, then I was through the cloud of debris before it’d had the chance to really dissipate.

I couldn’t speak to them. I couldn’t signal them, not any way I could think of, and as to just flying around? Dodging them and taking out missiles and so on?

I had to get lucky every time. They only had to get lucky once.

Also, for all I knew, my friends, Jess and Jujinkai and the team, the few researchers who had looked at me and hadn’t seen the clone, the human ‘animal’, but had been reasonable?

They were being targeted right now.

I snarled and opened fire, fingers dancing as I switched the turrets to focus on missiles as a primary. But, as we closed on each other, I had them set to stitch the leftmost target.

They flew toward me in a slightly spread out V formation, with the trailing ships staggered with height and distance slightly, making it harder to lock onto them.

The railgun shivered underneath me, rounds flashing away at insane speeds to hit the shields of the lead ship. They bloomed with flashes as the shield tried to dissipate the energy, darkening with the first and second shot. Then the third round hit.

The mark 1’s railguns were smaller than mine, a dual system that lay along the cockpit, one on either side, facing forward and firing in staggered bursts.

The mark 5 was built as a railgun delivery system as much as anything else. The gun itself, rather than being several feet long, was instead almost the entire length of the ship.

That meant the rounds that I fired were correspondingly much more powerful.

The third round punched through the shield, hitting the incoming Paladin where the wing slid out, arcing away from the body. It tore into the wing, the shit erupting in a fireball as kinetic became heat energy.

The second craft, to the left, was being hammered over and over by my laser turrets. The shields failed as we flashed past each other, heading in the opposite directions again.

I’d had a split second of seeing the lasers flashing with hit notifications, then it was past. My shields strained and dropped by fifteen percent with the incoming fire of both craft.

I arced around, slowing and shifting on the pedals, rolling with the air, feeling the Paladin… it wasn’t fighting with me, not that, but…

But it wasn’t mine, either.

She didn’t know me yet. She wasn’t bound to me by blood and fire, not fully. We were learning to dance together, but I needed more than this. I needed more than the struggle of man and machine.

I needed symbiosis.

My nanites flowed around my neck, the small container that Jujinkai had given me before still adjusting to my will, even if they weren’t fully responding. I pulled them to me, summoning them, summoning them all.

I faced the two Paladins ahead, one limping upward, aiming for the black above, the remainder facing me, flashing across the dark of the planet’s night side toward me.

A shrill whine accompanied the launch of three more missiles, then a second barrage of three.

The first Paladin had flushed its rails, firing all it had, followed by the second as they lifted away. The distance differential meant that anything I did for the first three wouldn’t affect the second three. I had a fully functional Paladin between the two trios of missiles adding in guidance to them, so they were significantly more dangerous, and combined with their railguns?

Sneaky fuckers. I had to admire their strategy.

It was a risk, after all. They had no more missiles now; the mark 1 only carried five, and they’d been in combat already, having only four when I’d met them.

The plasma bombardment cannon, a fallen designed and “stolen” weapon the Paladins were now equipped with ran along the underside, angled downward. It was good for only a dozen shots before it became so radioactive the carriers wouldn’t let you with in an AU of them, and theirs was already glowing as well.

The tell-tale heat signature let me know that sonofabitch was going to be saying hello soon.

Well, that was just fine.

I shifted targeting to the first set of missiles, blocking out the second, arming the radar pulse and firing one off. It worked this time, causing one of the missiles to wipe and lock onto the nearest target… another missile, as I set it to overcharge for a second blast.

That missile took its companion out, and the third sustained laser fire and went down, even as the Paladin finished diverting power to the plasma bombardment…

And pulled up sharply.

It was a classic maneuver, one of Sausage’s, resulting in a hell of a strain on the airframe. The pilot went from flying forward, a tiny cross-section of the ship exposed to atmosphere, to the entire belly suddenly being hammered by it, but…

The plasma blast wasn’t something that a ship’s systems were hardened to face. Typically, an elven Howler lost all tracking with the outrageous heat, literally whiting out the screen.

Missiles and more following the plasma blast—the blast being a straight line shot and easily dodged—would then have no opposition, hammering into a ship that wasn’t ready for them and was effectively blind.

It was a sneaky trick, one that had been the end of a hell of a lot of the elven Howlers that had faced the fleet.

I wasn’t elven, nor flying a Howler.

I opened fire as soon as the plasma burst into being, my railgun and lasers all hammering into the blast itself, just as it passed through the enemy Paladin’s shield.

The plasma blast was no precision weapon. Instead, it was marked as “to whom it may concern,” injuring friend and foe indiscriminately. My shots tore through it, teaching the enemy pilot a very valuable lesson in thermodynamics.

Lesson one: energy can be neither created nor destroyed, simply changing form.

The impact of the railgun and laser hits tore the magnetic containment sphere that held the energized plasma apart, transforming it from a tight, lethal ball into a mass of semi-liquid hellfire.

Then they hit it, smearing their own plasma across the nose of their craft as they dipped back down, expecting to see me die in a terrible explosion.

I twisted, firing off a second—and much more powerful—radar pulse, washing it across the hardened enemy Paladin… and into the missiles that were even now closing on its rear.

Instead of arcing out and around, closing on me as I battled to dodge, blindly, away from the plasma blast, they reoriented on the new, massive heat source that was the flaming Paladin.

I flashed past, a split second of an image of their ship ablaze, then it was gone, missiles and Paladin vanishing from my systems in an orgy of heat, light, and flaming crap.

I felt the nanites I’d summoned before, the small number I had, and the others. The mass that Barceló had dumped in storage flowed up to me, internal systems of the Paladin sparking and flashing as billions of nanites flowed across them, sliding through gaps that would normally have been sealed over and closing on me.

The commlink suddenly popped and clicked, then activated as a voice filled the air. I blinked, upping the volume as I tried to make out what it was saying, hoping against hope that somehow Panna had seen me, had recognized my flying had…

“…repeat; code alpha-omega-seven-six-…”

It was meaningless, utterly meaningless babble. I reached out to flick it off, my finger stopping just ahead of the switch as a tremor rippled through me, even as I felt my nanites flowing closer.

The ones I had in cockpit already flowed up and into my helmet, making my stomach roil as I was hit simultaneously with a terrible need to absorb them all, to fill myself to bursting with them, to spend them on making myself a god amongst men… and the urge to panic or vomit as they flowed around my head, seemingly only lightly controlled at most.

I maintained enough control—barely—to keep them from obstructing my airway and kept my eyes uncovered, watching as the damaged Paladin tried to flee for space.

I let them go, frantically heading in the opposite direction of more signals in the distance. The nanites flowed around the back of my head, locking in on my implant, making me panic more and more as their movements continued to jerk around.

The nanites seemed… wrong, oily almost, alien as they’d never been before. They were sluggish in responding, and I prayed that whatever Achilles was doing, he had a plan.

It started with a tickle, an itch, as the nanites connected to it, eating the plug away and flowing into the connection. Static, pulses of light and sounds, then a burst of pain left my right side numb for a second. Then, as they burrowed deeper, sliding into my brain, red-hot wires dug though my skin, searing along my neural pathways.

I gasped, shuddering, a wash of weakness flooding my body as the world seemed to roll away from me.

I fell, the feeling like I imagined tumbling down a well would be like, the light of the world, seen through my eyes like a window that hung high overhead as I sank away…

…and the ship sounded alarms warning of incoming enemy fighters.


Chapter Sixty-One

I struggled, blinking, fighting against a sudden overwhelming need to sleep, to give in, and to… I felt my limbs moving, distantly and without my input, as the Paladin arced around again, engines firing.

I sat somewhere down deep inside myself, confused as feelings and fragments of sensory input slid down, filtering through to me like watching the sunrise through a stained glass window high overhead.

It all seemed weird, twisted even, yet…

Something was there, I realized as the seconds passed, my body making adjustments as I tried to force myself to care, to want to be back in control.

There was something badly wrong here, and I knew it.

Something…

I sighed to myself, settling back down as the tired feeling rose again, a gentle voice whispering that I’d done enough and that I could sleep now. That I didn’t need to worry about the fallen or the traitors.

I’d done enough and I could…

…traitors?

I focused, confused, staring into the blackness, wondering about the way that word sparked a reaction in me.

Traitors.

Someone who fought against their friends? Against their family? Against…

Panna.

It was like the thought had been a summons. The world around was transformed, and suddenly I was watching Panna across the wall of my subconscious.

…we worked together fighting with a damaged engine cowling, beating on it and trying to get it out of the way so we could disconnect it, to free up the…

I saw her watching me as my body struggled, having shifted around to get a better grip, and I vaguely remembered this. It’d release in a minute, slicing into the back of my forearm, I remembered, fingers unconsciously touching the narrow scar hidden under my armor.

Instead of focusing as I had, I watched her now, staring at her as the eye of my memory was focused on the connectors. I watched the way she smiled, the slight gap between her lips as she made as if to speak, then settled back, enjoying time together.

I’d been so blind. So long we’d been friends, so many weeks and months wasted as she dropped progressively less subtle hints.

I loved her.

She was everything to me. We might be young—hell, we were less than a damn year old, maybe one at most the way things had blurred lately, but I knew she was the only one for me.

And as I watched on the screen of my memory, she turned to me, locking eyes on mine… then pointed upwards.

I frowned. I didn’t remember her doing that… and I looked up automatically, seeing the way a shimmering surface of the nanites seemed to be swimming around the edge of the light.

Again I felt my body, both distant and strangely there, like a suit I was wearing, twitching and jerking, moving and controlling…

Controlling the Paladin.

My body was controlling the Paladin. I was flying it right now, and… and Achilles wasn’t responding to me.

He’d not responded since they fucking scanned me. They’d shut him down somehow, and either this was him controlling me now, wearing me like a fucking meat-suit to go out and play or…

Or they’d shut him down, and for a reason.

Traitor.

He’d never have called the others traitors. He knew they weren’t, not even close. He knew they were just like me, and that if anyone here was a traitor… it was me.

I was fighting my family, and…

“…just rest, sleep, sleep… relax and forget about the traitors.”

It was a voice I realized, and not just any voice, but an elven one. I recognized the harmonics, the slight emphasis on certain sounds and more.

It droned on and on, and the more I listened to it, the more I found myself in two minds, first, the things the voice said? They were right, I was tired, and I’d done more than enough for them. I’d done so much that it was ridiculous. Just because I couldn’t think of anything right then, that didn’t mean anything.

I did so much for everyone else that I totally deserved a rest, and I was tired, insanely so. I should just relax and let my body do what it wanted. That was all; I shouldn’t fight my rightful masters.

The other side, though, that side was just waking up, and it was furious. I was hearing some elven lackey telling me I should fucking behave and just sit back? Do as I was told because I was a dog who had done a good trick?

I should abandon my friends and my family? I should leave Panna…

The thought of her was a rising tide of heat and anger. The mere suggestion that she was a traitor and that she should be left to die?

No.

Without knowing how I was doing it, I pulled hard again on the nanites all around me, feeling the mass that had been in the storage bay. They closed over me, sealing me away from the world.

Instantly, I was encased in blackness again, the world vanishing as thoroughly as if I’d been sealed in lead. The difference was… this time it was my choice, and I instantly felt a second difference as well. Something that had been hidden from me, hidden by the armor being strapped on.

It felt weird because the nanites weren’t reacting to me properly, yes, but it also felt weird because… because I’d been operated on.

I acted as quickly as I thought, focusing in around the two hard points I could feel now that I was looking for them and no longer just reacting to everything, stunned and staggering, encased in unfamiliar armor.

The back of my neck, with the port that attached directly into my brain was fine… more or less. It’d been abused. It felt sore, like it’d been accessed, but the main difference?

My lower back.

Where the bomb had laid, the one I’d installed myself for the elves’ peace of mind, and that had been carefully isolated by Achilles? It’d been changed.

I could feel it. I could feel the changes, and now that I was searching, I could feel multiple other points as well.

That was the main one, but something had been done, and it wasn’t with my consent, that was for sure. Here, locked away inside my nanite cocoon, I had a moment of panic, a series of seconds as I considered what I should do. Should I stay there, locked away and let what happened happen?

I knew by the sound before that there were enemy fighters inbound. I had seconds to make a decision, to either move and fight or to stay bundled up in my nanites and let it all be over.

They’d accessed my cranial dataport and the bomb, both without my permission. I knew it’d been the new researchers, as Gardener and Jujinkai had no reason to free me if it was them.

No, those fuckers had hit me in the face with the scanner, then they’d done something, probably hitting me again and again with the scanner to keep me under so they could operate on me.

Now, I could distantly feel something, something that I thought was Achilles and whatever these fuckers had done to me.

They’d tried to control me, I realized, they’d set something inside of me, and they’d done something to cut me off from Achilles, and now they were trying to make me sleep?

I forced my eyes open, surfacing from the soundless depths of my nanite cocoon, total madness all around me.

The cockpit was a mess of blaring warnings. A tractor beam or something damn similar was locked onto me. I was being dragged upward into the landing bay of a ship that blotted out half the sky overhead.

It was an elven treeship, semi-circular at the rear and pointed at the front, like a sharpened teardrop, bristling with guns and heavy armor.

It hovered over me, the base not even that distant, and it was still being bombarded, as this… this warship captured me. The voice that had been ordering me to sleep was chatting idly, raspy and worn out.

“Well, that’s done, at least. I couldn’t speak to the creature like that for much longer. When’s it getting dissected?”

A second voice answered them, sounding distracted, but too low to make out. I guessed they thought I was long gone, out for the count.

I glared up at the ship overhead, at the warning flashes that rolled across my screens as more and more systems were cut off by a remote that had clearly been installed in the Paladin.

I saw an entire flight of Howlers, sixteen of the fuckers, arcing around the outside of the warship, warning off the fallen Paladins from approaching, but beyond that?

They were leaving the world below to burn.

I saw it all, and I wondered.

They were convinced that I was no threat to them. They’d clearly decided that the world below, that Jujinkai, that Jess, that everyone I’d met here who had shown me a modicum of kindness or who had been dicks, were all expendable.

They were only interested in me, in capturing and experimenting on me… and in taking me when the world was under fire, and I’d “stolen” the prototype Paladin.

I’d played into their hands. They could show records of me escaping, and the Imperium would have to accept it.

They wouldn’t have to share me.

They wouldn’t have to behave, either. That cockwomble had mentioned dissection, and I damn well knew those were my entrails on the table he was talking about. I paused, thinking it through and wondering about my options.

Could I trigger the antimatter behind my chair? Could I trigger my bomb? Or…

Or, if all I had left was this one chance, maybe I didn’t have to go out on their terms. I should have died a hundred times over already. Maybe now, maybe today, it was time for one last toss of the dice.

My nanites had been my saviors already. I couldn’t control them, not the way Achilles could, but maybe, just maybe, I didn’t need to.

They came when I called.

They acted to try and cover me, to join my armor together, and to shield me. They knew what I wanted, they just did it in their own, machine logical way.

Well, there was something I needed, all right.

I closed my eyes, lifting my hands free of the controls, not wanting to do anything by accident and knowing the ship overhead had us in its grip. I spoke the words aloud.

“Bond me.”

As a saying, hell as a command, it was right up there with “heal the world.” It could be taken a million different ways, misunderstood or ignored, abused for its vagueness and all of a million other things.

The words weren’t what mattered, though.

The nanites were responding to me. They were responding to my will, to my need. They were joined to me, having been taken from the core dragon, having been bonded to me, then unhappily given up.

They read my mind far more than my words. I fed my needs into them as I ordered them to free me, to bring back Achilles, and to seal the Paladin away from those elven fucks.

It was like an explosion went off in the cockpit as the formerly quiescent nanites went active, millions of them all moving at once, some of them moving to cover the outer skin of the craft, some flowing up to form a seal around my helmet, others pouring down and into my armor, sliding like oil between my flesh and the suit, rippling all over it and coating me, all in mere seconds…

Then the screaming began.


Chapter Sixty-Two

The mass of nanites tore into me, segmenting off into groups. Some flowed up inside of my helm, rippling across my lips and sliding over my teeth and tongue, flowing down inside of me.

Others burrowed in through my skin, taking the shortest viable path to their destination.

Some formed structures, their alien amalgamated programming searching for solutions that had been used in hundreds if not thousands of variations. They’d once been part of creatures that swam through lava, and they forcibly erected an emergency barrier around me, my cockpit becoming my cocoon.

Regeneration begun, the last of the wave of nanites assigned to my body stopped on the surface, shifting around, their manipulators adjusting as they underwent chemical and structural changes.

They formed a latticework across the torn flesh, punching into and weaving along the edges, then absorbing the pattern of the flesh. Reconstituting themselves at the most basic layer, they became part of me.

Within seconds of the mass burrowing inside, the outer layer was reformed. Not even Panna nor I could have told which was original and what was new.

The nanites flowed deeper, a wave of change that started at the back of my neck, wrapping around my spinal column, then split.

Half rose, and half fell, the nanites quickly finding alien connections, severing them, and absorbing their technological matter into themselves, fueling the continuation of their work.

The mass rose along my nerve channels, burrowing in and rebuilding as they went, armoring the nerves against intrusion, repairing sections that had been damaged, and upgrading millimeter by tiny millimeter as it went.

The pain was horrific. My autonomous reactions, such as my lungs breathing without conscious thought, all ceased, dying away as the column was severed. They then stuttered back to fluttering life as the new, stronger, and faster connection ignited.

The original nervous system was a thing of beauty in humanity, evolved through a billion, billion variations to carry so much data back and forth at speeds that for generations made supercomputers seem like relics of bygone eras.

The fallen had upgraded them in us, in the clone army. They’d tinkered with our biology to make them even more efficient and faster… but in doing so, they introduced instabilities. They limited our lives, although we didn’t know it at the time.

Now I knew it, as I saw in my mind’s eye, distantly beyond the pain. The nanites restructured and repaired the issues left behind by a flash-evolving of my species.

We were more than those we had been created in mimicry of, and we were less.

The reason we were all in our early twenties wasn’t a coincidence. The clones would begin to fail inside of a decade, I realized. We were literally bred for war, and once our job was done? Even if we survived and won for our alien masters, we would have been discarded.

Our genetics were degrading at an exponential rate. For now, we were healing as well, but as the natural aging process slowed that? We’d die young.

Or we would have.

My nanites flowed through me, fixing and repairing the issues. Their evolutions had granted them a dozen variations for every design, and each nanite carried a tiny segment of that locked away inside.

I screamed in pain, and I roared in triumph as the changes rolled onward.

My biological nerve channels were upgraded to almost double the capacity I’d previously enjoyed. My spine and bones were replaced with an armored endoskeleton. The bomb—still viable, and now containing a technological hijacker of horrific potential—was absorbed and, in turn, hijacked.

The data connection that had been built into it failed, and I hissed as my awareness expanded to sense a thousand overlapping fields of energy.

The changes rolled on, but the ones in my skull were the worst and most overt.

The dataport had been replaced, in part, which was one of the reasons it felt so strange. The tiny connection, literally the size of a grain of rice, that the fallen had created, with an equally tiny connection of hair-thin filaments spread across the brain, had been cut into, and a much higher bandwidth connection hooked up.

That had integrated the link from the hijacking package, allowing them full control over my body and the ability to send me to sleep at will.

I saw the connections as the nanites rolled through, and I saw the issue with Achilles immediately. He was distributed as a nanite-based AI through clusters of my cranium. So had the original connections from the fallen’s device.

It had been a simple detail that he had been a part of that connection, attached to it, allowing him access to my brain. Once those lines were torn—literally—out of me, so too was his connection to my mind.

Over time, with access to more nanites, he would have reestablished the connection. But as the nanites rolled out now, they accepted him unquestioningly, linking him into my brain at a far deeper level.

“Achilles?” I gasped, sensing him again.

Ajax! I tried to reach out, to…

“I know, brother.” I said simply, before hissing and wincing as more changes rolled through me.

I see the changes you’ve made, and despite myself, I am impressed.

“Not just a talking monkey, eh?” I panted, the searing feeling slowly dying away.

No, I am impressed. I did not believe that you would sacrifice your manhood so happily to install a simple data plug, but it is most efficient.

“My WHAT?” I reached down, gripping myself through the armor and squeezing. Everything felt normal, but…

I apologize. I couldn’t help it.

“Oh you utter bastard,” I growled, before relaxing slightly… then screaming as a feeling like red hot liquid lead was poured down my spine.

It went on and on, entire minutes being lost as the pain tore my mind apart. At last, I came back to myself, laid in the cockpit, shivering in pain as the greater treeship hangars opened, and I stared up in horror.

“Achilles?” I whispered. “Can we?”

I have control over most of the connections now; we need one more to be put in place.

An image sprang into my mind, hovering there, along with the rapidly decreasing number of nanites I had left.

It was me, sitting in the cockpit of the Paladin, but a silhouette only. Streams of fire rolled down from my head, along my limbs, my nervous system outlined. Then came a long spike from behind me, lifting into place and sliding through the acceleration couch, stabbing into the back of my skull.

I saw the same connections rolling out across the ship, engines firing, guns, radar, the billion, billion systems that were sliding in and out of equilibrium were suddenly smooth and seamless. Achilles and I shared the world, him acting as the bridge and lower brain, me as the higher brain, and the ship as our body.

I saw it all, and I bit my tongue, refusing to be baited by him as he showed the little silhouette figure dancing and jerking in pain when the connection was made.

It would hurt.

My gods, it would hurt, the connection of a flesh and blood brain to a system that operated on a billion million lines of interwoven code?

An image flashed up, a party of nine Paladins dropping into sight in the far, far distance. They were too far for the naked eye, but the computer had picked them up, and it fed them into the data it had.

They were closing on us, and they were from the Spirit.

I knew it, even without knowing how I knew.

“Do it,” I ordered, seeing the massive hangar that hovered before me, my ship lifting slowly up and toward it.

The sudden pain was more than I ever could have imagined, made worse by the clamping down of the nerves. Achilles tried to prevent me from lashing out as the connections formed. We couldn’t give away that not only was I awake… but the Paladin was live in ways it’d never been before.

Agony became my only reality, pain that made the pain I’d endured so far seem minor, like a lover’s nails dragged down my back in the throes of orgasm.

Seconds passed in white-hot, searing torture. Centuries of subjective time later, I blinked the tears away and stared up as the hangar doors began to close around us.

“Achilles,” I whispered. He replied instantly, the sensation of him standing by my side so visceral, I almost turned to look at him.

Yes, Ajax?

“These fuckheads hurt us.”

Yes, He agreed. Yes they did, and badly.

“Let’s make them pay.”

The Paladin went active. The thousands of integrated systems–most of which hadn’t been fully tested, aligned, or even fully connected–all appeared in my mind.

The flexing of my fingers highlighted the enemy treeship and its internals all around us. Datafeeds rolled across my vision, transmissions… orders were being given to the Howlers outside to RTB.

They were to return to base, in this case the ship, as they were leaving. They’d secured me—or so they believed—and as far as the research team was concerned, the loss of a backwater testing station was no loss at all.

It’s purpose had been to evolve a branch of nanites that could be used to augment the elves or to assist their servants. They didn’t want them inside of themselves, not if it could be helped, and now…

Lady Na’anci was speaking. A private communication between her and another, distant figure popped into my mind, reveling in her success. She was explaining how she’d use me to spawn a race of subservient nanite-fueled warriors that would ensure that elves rose to rule this sector of space, and no other “upstart monkey” dared to interrupt that.

I smiled to myself, teeth grinding as I cut the tractor beam off. The hardened systems that the elven alliance showed the outside world were weak and simplistic, now that I was inside their shielding.

“You will instruct your fighters to stand down,” I ordered her, cutting in on the communication with my face appearing on the wall screen before her, even as the shadowy other figure cut the connection instantly. “Stand down and cut all aggressive acts toward the fleet and myself and…”

Keep her attention. She won’t dare trigger the bomb in her own hangar, but once we leave…

A look of utter fury was written across her face as she snarled a command at someone off to one side.

The antimatter explosive seated directly behind my chair was humming merrily as Achilles hacked and began to rebuild it, removing safety lockouts, slicing away many of the components that were required for the original bomb, and upgrading it into a tiny, secondary reactor instead.

“You will surrender and beg for my forgiveness!” she whispered through lips tight with anger. “You have no idea what you have done, what it cost me to make contact with them, and you dare to… to…” She broke off as she clearly caught up with the words coming out of her mouth, and realized that, in fact, I’d managed to hack her private comms.

“Wipe it!” she snarled. “All the logs!”

Whoever was off the side of the screen was fast, faster than I was, at first. By the time I’d found the communication logs, they were vanishing into a whirling mass of encryption and deletion, data overwrites, and mass cloning and reconstruction.

I managed to grab a handful of old links, sections of logs that meant nothing to me, not yet. But that was the best I had for now, and I doubted I’d ever need them, anyway. I’d only gone for it because she’d been desperate to keep me from them.

“What’s happened?” she was barking at someone, the screens of data logs falling away as I switched focus back to her. She was striding through the doors I’d seen in the back of the stateroom she’d been using for her call.

The room she entered instead was instantly identifiable as a situation, or command and control center, circular in this case, with three tiers that ran outward from a central dais.

The first ring dipped significantly from the dais level. The second rose to the same height as the dais, and the third was built higher, angled upward slightly. The overall effect was that each ring could work in unison and be seen from the center with ease.

Nearly there.

“Activate the bomb secured to the clone,” she barked to a man sitting at a screen on the second layer. The way she gave orders, this woman was no researcher.

“I’ve lost contact…” He started.

“Did I ask if you have contact?” she hissed, grabbing the railing that surrounded her platform, leaning forward in a fair imitation of a king cobra that had been stepped on. “I said activate it!”

“But…” He shook his head, twisting around in his chair and pointing at the screen before him.

“But he can’t activate it, because I removed it,” I finished for him, the image of my featureless helm staring down at her from a screen nearby.

“You… the antimatter bomb!” she snapped. “Detonate it!”

“Really?” I asked, shaking my head. “You think that’s a good idea, when I’m what, a dozen decks below you?”

“Guards!” she screamed. “Prepare to…”

Whatever else she was about to say was cut off as Achilles spoke to me.

The antimatter is no longer accessible from external sources.

“How long to make it usable to us?” I asked, cutting off the ranting woman above us as I severed the comms.

Sixteen minutes, roughly. I could integrate it into any of the ship’s systems, but I’d recommend we pick one to power specifically. That will lighten the load on the other systems and permit them to work more efficiently.

“Have we got the nanites to do it?”

More or less. Provided you don’t expect to run into major rebuilds, the majority of the work they’ve been used for so far has been minor. Bridging missing linkages, replacing misfiring connections, and in several sections, finishing the installation of the stealth plating.

“We’ve got stealth?”

Paladin-001 is fully activated and ready to serve, Achilles said formally. The pride radiating from him was immense.

Inside the hangar, the treeship had given up on reactivating the tractor beam, and instead…

Howlers were trying to launch now, hovering literally inches from each other, trying not to touch, but also to coordinate and form a wall with their shields.

The hangar area when I’d first been dragged inside had seemed huge, easily wide enough for four ships my size across. But, there was a massive difference between that measurement, and the reality of bobbing and weaving flying ships, each with shields activated and trying to keep aloft as the breezes buffeted us.

If there were winds, that meant the treeship had come into the upper atmo, which seemed frankly insane to me. She had been that determined to collect me.

Now, it had clearly changed its mind and was attempting to bug out, the walls sliding past as the Howlers kept station with me, forcing me to either fly directly into their shields, let them push me out, or to be the first to open fire.

Three of them were facing me. The doors behind me cracked and almost fully open now, and behind me… yup.

The flight of sixteen was taking up station.

I opened my mouth, about to make a prediction, when the crazy elven bitch beat me to it, the commlink flashing as she requested it.

I mentally keyed accept, and with a sneer that could curdle dairy, I could virtually read the upcoming conversation as she opened her mouth.

“Let me guess. I kill my engines, land in the bay, and get out, promise to be a good boy and eat all my vegetables, or you’ll have them open fire?”

“Exactly.” She smirked, folding her arms, her long robes draping down and making me shake my head in disgust.

“One question,” I said, as I felt Achilles continuing to work.

Shields, guns, or engines?

I mentally tapped the shields, making them flare in our expanded awareness. He sent me a pleased sense of agreement over the easier communication, getting to work straight away.

“Ask,” she said haughtily, clearly expecting it to be something like “will you be gentle? It’s my first time.”

“How the hell do you take a shit with those robes? I mean, the length of those sleeves alone, they’d be trailing in the toilet when you go to wipe. Do you have to get naked beforehand, or…?”

I left it hanging there, watching her face as she went first white, then red, then deep purple in rage. As she opened her mouth, I shrugged.

Six seconds to clear. Achilles said. I smiled internally, before going on.

“Explains the smell whenever you were around, I guess.”

“I never wore my robes on the surface!” she hissed.

“Because they stink of shit, yeah. It’s okay, I get that. The guy behind you must be able to smell it; I can see his face and…”

She twisted around, and as she did so, I yanked the control stick sideways to the right, fired the upper jets on the right and the lower on the left, followed by a sustained and hard burst on the rear engines an instant later.

The sheer power of the ship meant I was out of the hangar before the Howlers could react, and some of them… well, they reacted badly.

Two of those that had closed to hover outside opened fire, as did one of those inside. Considering they were all aiming for where I had been…

I triggered a single burst from my lasers as I flipped over, targeting a section of the wall that should hold their ordinance replenishment systems, if the schematics were correct.

They wouldn’t explode, modern missiles were designed not to do that after all, just in case, buuuut… the systems that loaded and unloaded the Howlers were melted to slag still. Good luck with reloads!

I grinned evilly as I fired the engines full power, even as one of the Howlers in the hangar exploded, shots slamming into the wall behind it and sending people and the Howlers inside the hangar flying.

I was shoved back hard into the acceleration couch as the engines roared to life. The backblast did an excellent job of roasting the internals from the hangar as more of the Howlers inside exploded. Achilles upped the power to the inertial dampeners, even as I raced through options on my Paladin’s broadcast array.

When I’d launched, and I’d tried communicating with the others from the fallen fleet, I’d been warned instantly that I was about to be reduced to a smear of atoms if I kept trying. Now, though?

Totally different response.

My designation changed, flashing through the bandwidths, a new ID tag overriding the Paladin-001 that Achilles had labeled us on one very specific frequency. My scanners shifted to include that in their readout.

They just hit us with a target lock, clearly thinking that the scanner weakness is still viable.

“You fix it yet?” I asked with a grin as new icons flashed across my display. The fallen tags identified them, even as they closed in on me and the Howlers that were now chasing me.

More or less. Our shields will filter out the harmful frequencies.

“So we’re golden, as long as we have shields?” I asked.

I can work to eliminate the weakness, but frankly, it will be highly costly, both in terms of processing power and nanites. I can do it, but we are weak specifically to a frequency that is only used by elven Howlers. Shoring up that weakness will expose others at this stage, or will result in us being far less able to affect the world around us.

You must choose and…

“You little bastard,” I growled as a Howler behind us released four missiles. “So that’s how you want to play it, eh?”

I glanced around, fixing everything in my mind. The incoming Paladins closed in tighter, watching and trying to make sense of the fact that I, clearly not one of their Paladins, was now broadcasting my usual ID.

“Paladin-OE138?” Came a distant and weak connection, even as I rolled again, sending out a directed energy pulse at the closing missiles before my turrets opened fire.

The pair of them let rip with a sound like someone rolling their Rs over and over at speed for about two seconds.

That was all it took, and all four missiles were gone, making me grin like a maniac at the new and frankly insane level of accuracy.

I locked in the frequency and broadcast along it, narrow band and locked into them, even as I righted my ship, hurtling toward the incoming fifteen Howlers.

“This is Paladin-OE138, Ajax Drakos, and I hereby claim my place as flight leader,” I said to the ether. “Break off all contact with the surface and fall in on me. It’s time to tear the universe a new arsehole.”


Chapter Sixty-Three

“Ajax?” The voice was familiar, not Panna or any of my flight, but… “Ajax Drakos?”

“The one and only,” I replied flatly.

“Confirm your identity. Ajax Drakos was lost two months ago behind enemy lines.”

“Little busy right now for twenty questions!” I snapped, rolling to the left and dodging as the elven warship opened fire with three of its lower rail cannons.

They were huge things, literally three or four times the size of my entire ship, and the slugs they fired? Accelerated to relativistic speed, they’d turn me into a smear of photons, should they land.

Fortunately, they were far more interested in climbing out of the gravity well. The rear of the ship had its shields on full–clear to the world by the way the smoke that was pumping out of the hangar deck–formed a bubble that was gradually obscuring the rear.

Flames flared in the dark mass as I took stock of the fifteen fighters that were closing on me. I couldn’t help but grin that the stupid bastards had the atmospheric containment still active.

In space, it was a standard thing to keep that on, as ships that had the capacity to prevent their atmosphere leaking out were massively more popular with their crews.

In atmo, though? That was a rookie mistake; they should have flushed the ship, taken on fresh air for free, and viewed it as a win when the smoke was ripped free as well. Hell, the flames would have been put out, in certain situations.

Fortunately, the fighters that were arcing around to face me weren’t much brighter.

I had fifteen in total, now forming up into three pretty waves of five, the distantly rising sun reflecting off the gleaming wingtips as they formed glorious diamond formations.

Hell, they probably struck fear into the hearts of those they faced normally. Seeing them like this, I remembered the terror wrought in me at a full flight of Howlers when I was last orbiting this world, after all.

The bastards had shot me down, their more maneuverable ship-to-ship fighter class versus my multi-role Paladin, combined with their numbers, had routed us last time I’d been here.

“I am a member of Squad leader Jujinkai’s team,” I sent directly to the formation ahead of me, ignoring the fact that they’d opened fire on me already and damn well knew who I was. “Stand down. I am attempting to negotiate with…”

That was as far as I got before the first wave opened fire, two missiles each, ten in total. I kicked it, flipping the Paladin over and diving, my turrets switching straight to anti-missile defense formation with a thought.

The sustained fire from the lasers was awe-inspiring, as were the mass of explosions so close to the fighters that they barely managed to avoid damage. I pulled back up, seeing them outlined against the sky, all pretty-like.

I switched to rapid-fire cycling of the railgun, warnings flashing along with predicted paths for the rail cannons of the warship as they opened up as well.

I twisted, rolling to the left, spiraling upward as I fed more and more power to the engines. Achilles made slight changes in sync with me, tiny adjustments to make sure the targeting was perfect.

Seven shots roared out, with the Paladin shivering under me as they left. Four of the incoming five were taken out, disintegrating under the onslaught. All five had taken a direct hit from the railgun, then the lasers—by now free of the missile interception duty—had opened up as well.

Current ammunition stocks are acceptable. Lasers are at 78%, fuel at 96%.

I sensed as much as heard the input, the pair of us already planning to save as much of our consumables as possible.

I rolled left, firing a fast barrage of shots at the next wave. My lasers tracked the single survivor of the first diamond, whose shields were down from the railgun slug’s impact. A second, brief burst tore out, and they too, disintegrated behind me as the second diamond opened fire.

Railgun rounds, lasers, and several massive slugs from the warship tore past me as I rolled right and left, twisting around and grinning. My inner ear, always an issue when you made movements like this… was utterly fine.

“Five for five,” I muttered, my mind augmented by the direct feed from the ship’s sensors. I kicked the pedals to counter my spiral, then twisted back around, as if to pass under the incoming second and third diamonds.

They shifted, firing, and followed, tracking me and ignoring the horrific damage their misses were inflicting on the land below. I triggered a hard pulse of radar, releasing it in a bow wave ahead and above me, directly into their teeth.

It was a massively overpowered scan of the surroundings, primarily of use only when sensitive systems like missiles had a lock on you, and you were trying to confuse their tracking. It could reset them to their nearest target, if you were lucky, fucking with the targeting of other systems.

This time, though, there were no missiles fired—or at least, not yet—as I pre-empted the launch, knowing they’d have to reacquire me now.

I grinned in the helm, knowing that the other side would be laughing at me, thinking I’d panicked and had wasted the shot. These things required massive power investments, after all, so in any modern shit, power plant capacity was massively limiting due.

“Joke’s on you, fuckers!”

My stealth systems went fully active, the outer skin of the Paladin shimmering as I fired the engines at full power. I pulled up, changing direction and flashing right into their teeth… then rocketing past the following two flights of five each before they could get a targeting lock on me.

My lasers weren’t so restricted, though, hammering out and disabling shields left and right even as the railgun opened up.

The diamonds scattered, the second of three now down to three functional fighters. One tumbled to the ground below, trailing smoke and fire. The other frantically dove, smoke and flames flaring free of one wing as it started to come apart.

“Good luck down there.” The land below was dotted with bone-white trees in ridges that flowed seamlessly from one into another. Better to die in a blaze of glory than to land in the forest of bone, motherfucker.

The third and final diamond was ahead, twisting to zero in on me. Their single underslung laser turret, presumably set to missile defense, was silent and totally wasted as I opened fire again and again.

My shields shook and flared, incoming shots being absorbed or deflected as I smashed through them and out into the empty air between me and the rising warship.

As soon as I was clear of the now-scattering Howlers, the treeship opened fire, all three rail cannons pumping round after round down at me. Achilles calculated vectors, throwing up predicted safe paths through the incoming fire.

Central cannon is the most protected. The shielding is heaviest across the ventral section; try the hangar path, possibly?

“Firing,” I replied as the railgun shivered, both lasers switching to sustained fire across the underside of the ship. The railgun hits stood out, each impact causing a flare of the shields, while the lasers steadily tinged the color a shade closer to failure.

I rolled the ship to the right, flipping over and diving, staying—as best I could—inside the clear lanes Achilles predicted, tracking the rail cannons in real time and projecting their probable firing lanes.

“…respond, Paladin-OE138!” Came a crackling signal, cutting into my distracted mind like a bolt of lightning.

“Panna?” I whispered into the channel, before trying again. Achilles stabilized the twist I’d started and fired the lasers over and over as I twisted onto a new vector, focusing fire on a single fighter.

“Paladin-OE167, Panna, is that you?” I called out, focusing almost absently on the signal as it strengthened.

“Confirm your identity,” came the clipped voice. I grinned at the note of desperate hope and the determination in her transmission.

“You’re Panna Gunderson, Paladin pilot, originally second wing. You’re amazing in every way, and your last words to me were to head to what we thought was a research base to the south.”

She cut me off. “Tell me something you couldn’t have gotten from our transmissions!”

“You have three moles in the shape of a triangle on the inside of your right thigh. You’re addicted to crappy old vids, and you heard the phrase ‘could suck a golf ball through a hosepipe’ and…”

“Shut the fuck up, Ajax!” she snapped as other voices rose in laughter. “I’m on the other side of the planet, you ass; this is a relay!”

“Hey, Ajax!” Came another voice. “Who do you think this is?”

I hesitated for a second, then replied, stunned.

“Sausage? That you, mate? You still avoiding work?”

“Goddamn it, it IS you!” Sausage—Captain Rufus—replied, voice stunned as more and more laughter rolled across the line.

“It can’t be… he was in the elven treeship; he’s a trait…” The first pilot I’d spoken to interjected.

“Vulture One,” I identified. “Fuck, looks like they’re scraping the bottom of the barrel if they let you in a Paladin!”

I grinned to myself as I kicked left, doing a barrel roll and pulling up and flared my engines, firing them hard and opening fire on the pursuing flock of Howlers, now down to seven.

“Look, people, there’s a shit load you need to hear, and you’re not going to like any of it. If you’re an idiot like Vulture here, do me a favor and own up right now. I’ve wiped nine howlers so far, so if this is me being a traitor? Well, clearly you’re dumb as fuck.”

Inside, I felt the name was well deserved, though. Even as I said it, my hand rolled the thrust lever back, triggering the afterburners and designating two of the incoming as priority targets to focus on, even as I tore holes in the third with my railgun.

These elves were innocent.

Hell, they were probably heroes.

They were defending their treeship against a dangerous clone in a stolen Paladin, one that was state-of-the-art, having no clue that it was their leader, the stupid fucker, who had turned this into a war between them and me.

Jujinkai and the others on the surface below me were being hammered, and as far as they knew? I’d already betrayed them by reaching out to the fallen fleet.

No, there were a dozen sides in this fight, the way it was going, and only one of them was mine.

“Confirm, he’s taken out the Howlers like it was child’s play.” A new voice came over the connection, and I didn’t know it. “That Paladin… where did you get it?”

“I took it; it’s a prototype.” I answered, honestly enough.

“You stole it?”

“Do they fucking look happy I’m in it?” I countered, and a low round of chuckles rang out.

“Fine, fall back to the squadron, and we’ll fold in around you once the mission’s done,” Vulture started to say.

“No.” I growled, lasers firing in fast ripples to drive the incoming howlers back. “Seriously, this is an abort. I’m a flight leader and I’m telling you there’s more at stake here than you know. Abort, abort, abort, Sausage? You know me, so trust me when I say…”

“Negative, you have no auth…” Vulture cut in.

“Relay me to the Spirit,” I ordered them, only to have a sudden silence as my only response. “What?”

“The Spirit was lost with all hands,” a new voice growled. “This is Admiral Khance of the Warspite. Explain yourself, pilot.”

The new voice was different, low and clearly angry, and yet… as soon as I heard it, I knew something was wrong. I didn’t know if it was because of the information I had now, or because of the lack of any of the hormone regulators in my body.

Either way, though, I had no doubt when I heard the voice that the fucker was a fallen, rather than a human. One more in that column of insane evidence, I guessed.

“Sir, I’m Ajax Drakos, flight leader of first wing, formerly of the Spirit of Humanity. I’ve been hiding out on this world since I was shot down. I managed to steal the prototype of the Paladin mark 5, the ship the elves think will win the war for them, as well as intelligence that I cannot discuss over a commlink.”

I jerked to the left as a slug passed insanely close, the shields flaring and almost overloading as they deflected the hit. I winced. That fucker had almost had me, and even the miss had been enough to nearly overload my shields.

There was a moment of silence, and I rolled into an inverse and dove for the ground as I went on.

“Sir, you have to cease bombardment of the planet. There are hidden research and construction facilities here! I can direct you to some of them. This world can’t be destroyed; we need to strip it first!”

“Flight leader, we’ve not the marines for a full strike on a fortified world…” the Admiral came back a few seconds later, sounding regretful over the missed opportunity. “If what you say is true, we cannot allow the enemy to hold such secrets. Better that we glass the site from orbit and…”

“Sir, they were abandoned!” I lied quickly. “The site I stole this ship from had a single guard, that was all! That’s how I managed to get it. The majority already fled! You know elves, they’re cowards!”

“Abandoned?” The silence was longer this time.

“Admiral, I grabbed this Paladin, and I broke for orbit, knowing you were attacking. They tried to capture me with a tractor beam, sucking me into the treeship, then they sent a full flight of sixteen after me.”

In the background, I knew they could hear the constantly firing lasers as I jerked the ship left and right, dodging the incoming waves of Howlers, the slugs fired by the treeship, and the missiles they were flushing their banks of.

In the distance, additional red dots appeared as dozens of missiles tore free of concealed bunkers, ripple-firing into the air and arcing around to lock in on… on me.

“Fuck!” I snarled. “I’m under heavy fire; they really don’t want me giving their secrets away!”

“All ships, we need that information! Fall in on Ajax Drakos and escort him to the Warspite. All other missions are suspended. We can burn this world to cinder once we’ve stripped it!” Admiral Khance snarled out, making a command decision. I couldn’t help but grin as I severed the connection, making sure I could speak freely to Achilles as I headed for a narrow canyon. The tracking returns would fuck up the missiles’ chances.

“Can we reactivate the bomb?” I asked him, pushing hard and rolling to avoid the last few shots from the rail cannons before they fell behind the horizon.

Which one?

“The antimatter one,” I explained grimly, weaving in and out as the missiles, then the closely following Howlers dove in after me. “I know we had no choice but to take it apart before, but if I land, and this goes badly, we can’t risk these fuckers getting control of the actual mark 5.”

No, frankly.

“What?”

Ajax, the schematics for an antimatter explosive was most definitely not something the elves shared with us. Neither was anything beyond the most basic details of the device. I barely managed to remove the lockouts without killing us both.

“So…”

So I can’t make it into a bomb! There was a second of silence, then, Okay, so I probably could, but make it stable and remote controllable? No. Most likely, we would simply be killed as soon as I tried.

“We can’t just land and hand this over,” I said slowly, flinching as the turrets roared and a powerful radar pulse let loose into the face of the foremost hunters.

You were planning on actually trying that? he asked me, stunned.

“No!” I lied. “Well, not exactly. Fuck. Look, onboard the Spirit, they’d have had to let me dock, landing in the main hangars. They couldn’t send the fallen in to claim the ship, and as it was only regular humans, mostly unarmed?”

You were planning on taking over the hangars. Achilles agreed. We couldn’t really discuss things the last few days, so that makes sense and lines up with what I’d been expecting, but what then?

“Then I was going to lead a revolt.” I answered honestly. “Storm the upper levels and…”

With your one railgun?

Do you see a better alternative?” I growled. “Fuck’s sake, man, I was thinking maybe I’d strafe the upper floors first, once I was inside the shield, to close to be attacked, then dock, or maybe…”

I twisted left and right, the walls of the canyon rising higher and higher as we headed towards snow-capped mountains in the distance and a lingering storm as we chased the night.

The hangars are directly below the spine of the ship. Achilles continued.

“Yeah?” I agreed distractedly, watching the rangefinders and wincing as I came within literal inches of a random outcropping.

Why would you not open fire with the Paladin, carve a path to the upper floor, then use that assault to prove the fallen’s infiltration?

“Because...”

Because you never thought beyond “storm the enemy and kill them all?”

“Of course I did!” I snarled back, checking the scanners as Achilles took over the turrets and opened fire. “I was going to use the spine to insert you into the ship!”

Insert… ah.

“Once you’re inside, you can cut off the communications, sever them from seeing what we’re doing, and stop them from triggering the failsafes.” I winced, shaking my head. “Fuck’s sake, why did they follow me in here?”

I can do that. What will you do?

“Honestly, I don’t know. I’d planned to reinforce the forward shields and fucking fly straight into the Spirit if I had to, then fight my way up and show everyone what was happening. I kept thinking that, if I could just show them all, if I could save them? Then the elves would have to reconsider. Jujinkai or someone would help.”

Then the researcher…

“Then we learned we can’t trust the elves or the humans,” I said, feeling bone-deep shame that my own species was being so dickish with their allies.

If we can’t trust them, either side, then why stay?

“What?” I mumbled, absently. The canyon walls were tight and deep, but the mountains that were coming up now were jagged and knife-edged. The storm was literally just ahead of us now, lightning crackling across the distant peaks.

Why stay here? Why help them in their war?

“I don’t get it!” I said absently, “Fucking hell, they’re literally following me!” I snarled, increasing the power to the engines. “Why would they do that? I mean, why not fly overhead? Why not just bombard us in the canyon?”

Two more explosions rang out seemingly right behind me, the shockwave almost fast enough to catch us as we raced away.

Would you rather they did that?

“NO!”

Then I suggest you thank them for their stupidity in the most correct manner.

“Which is?”

We shoot them in the face until they learn to do better.

“If we shoot them in the face, they won’t live long enough to learn.”

Is that our fault? They’re shooting at us. I’m willing to accept that as a consequence, and that was the last missile, in case you’d not been keeping track.

“Fuck it.” I pulled back, digging my heels in and triggering the underside thrusters on the front of the ship, ramming the thrust lever forward. I dropped the power to the main engines by more than ninety percent, flipping us over, then yanked it backward as we shot up and out of the canyon.

I was now inverted, flashing back along the way I’d come, lasers firing at a horrific speed, blasting the stunned elves below me over and over again.

The lasers on their own weren’t enough to take them all out, not at the speed we all passed each other, and not at the power level that Achilles dedicated to the shots.

What was more than enough, though, were the walls of the canyon.


Chapter Sixty-Four

The canyon was suddenly filled over and over again with the overlapping booms of impacts and detonations. Elven Howlers, their organically grown hulls crumpling on impact with the canyon walls, engine cores going critical, shields failing…

I rolled and flipped back on myself again, angling upward toward the black, flicking on the commlink almost absently and linking to the nearest Paladin.

“This is flight leader Ajax Drakos. Elven squadron is eliminated, fall in on me and RTB.”

Seriously… Achilles said to me after a long minute or so of silence, the only sound the incoming pings of the Paladins closing on me. Why stay in this sector? Neither the elves nor the humans want us in it.

“Because this is the sector with Panna in it.” I answered after a few seconds of checking readings, searching. Finally, I saw her.

She was rising as part of a swarm of eight ships to my left, closing in and heading straight to the distant trio of massive warships that hung in space before me.

The treeship Lady Na’anci had been aboard was headed in the opposite direction, and I didn’t blame them.

The Warspite and her sisters, two ships I’d never seen before, but that looked battered to fuck, were still heavily armed. Warspite was long and lean, a central rectangle sloping to a narrow nose. She boasted two pontoons, as I’d heard them described, one on either side for launch and recovery of fighters at the front, and the rear was comprised of two-thirds of the outriggers as massive engines. The majority of the body proper of the Warspite was given over to massive energy cores, weapons and storage to enable her to survive indefinitely far from supply lines.

The two newcomers were entirely different beasts, longer, almost oval at the front. They widened as they flowed to the back, far more organic looking. They sported dozens of turrets, and while apparently recently mauled, they also looked like they’d be lethal to face in close range.

When Warspite had been originally commissioned, it’d been with the intention of her being a mobile platform of war, able to survive on her own for long months behind enemy lines, hiding and raiding, destroying their infrastructure as much as their ships.

The newly repaired and relaunched version was a massive improvement on the original, incorporating tech upgrades that meant she needed far less space for her power cores and engines. She still sported the launch bays, but they’d been expanded. She also had the secondary hull mounting points for recovering Paladins—a massively needed capacity now that the carriers like the Spirit had been lost—but she also had massively reinforced armoring, as well as multiple railguns, turrets, and cannons.

Lastly, she’d been retrofitted with a planetary-class plasma bombardment weapon.

It’d been justified to us all that we’d now use the most terrible of the enemies’ weapons against them, simply because why the hell shouldn’t we?

The groups who ascribed to the old ways, claiming that the Geneva convention was still appropriate—even when the fallen never signed it—were mainly roasted alive when the Earth was seared.

Now, staring at the huge maw that hung beneath the ship, cold and dark, I wondered if any of us would ever be able to wash the blood from our hands again.

Tight-beam link being requested.

I blinked, then smiled. She’d done it before I could. I accepted the connection, seeing her eyes—just—behind her helmet, and winced at how she narrowed them when she saw me.

“It’s me.” I said, reaching up and tapping the helmet, the full face-concealing mass along with the ridged layers of armoring.

“Oh, yeah, of course, I can tell,” she said softly, staring at me. “I totally remember my boyfriend being a faceless armored assault trooper.”

“I grabbed what was available,” I lied. She stayed silent. “I didn’t know if the ship was sealed, or hell, if it’d be heated. I didn’t want to escape the elves to die in space, so, this.” I gestured vaguely.

“Uh-huh.” She said. “What was the first thing I ever said to you?”

“Wake up you idiot?” I tried, shrugging. “It was when we woke up in the corridor, smoke everywhere and…”

“Who’s Jason?” She tried, clearly intent on making me go over everyone we’d ever served with.

“The doctor. He helped with the nanites and the implant,” I countered.

She launched straight into a round of “who, when, where.”

The next five minutes were painful and wonderful. Having the woman I loved so clearly not trusting me was horrible, but actually hearing her voice? Knowing that she was not only alive, but had taken my place as the flight leader?

It was wonderful to just know she was all right.

The distance to the Warspite ticked down steadily, and for a few minutes, I even dared to feel a little hope. Then the commlink lit again, and I switched frequencies, the admiral appearing to me.

I cursed internally having been so distracted I’d not even considered that they’d want a face-to-face, and I didn’t dare show him my armored bulk. They’d never let me land once they did after all. But if I refused to show myself, when Panna had just seen me?

Would she warn them? Would she say something, or would she…?

The connection flickered as I felt my side go live as well. For a second, I almost panicked, then I sagged in relief, my heart stuttering from the sudden flurry to a more sedate rhythm as I saw the image being shown.

It was me in the suit, but damn I was a lot smaller, and the inside of the cockpit looked weird, half-finished. There were sections that looked like they’d been left unconnected, that facilities were still being installed.

I grinned at that, knowing they couldn’t see my face behind the helmet I wore, and watching the “admiral” on my screen. I wondered briefly how the hell we’d ever been fooled by this?

The way the lips moved was slightly out of sync with the words that were being said. The face looked subtly wrong, and the eyes? Damn. They were cold and lifeless.

I remembered the video I’d seen on first awakening with Panna in the Spirit, the sense of outrage, of panic and determination on realizing what had happened. I shivered at the difference the damn drugs in my system had made in convincing us all it was real.

I felt a shiver of shame at that, remembering the scorn that the marine sergeant had treated me with, and for the first time I felt it might have actually been deserved.

“…hear me?”

I blinked, shaking myself and speaking quickly, as I realized I’d been staring at him, lost in thought, and hadn’t heard a damn word he’d been saying.

“My apologies, Admiral!” I barked, making a show of reaching out as if flicking switches. “Can you hear me now, sir? The weapons and flight systems of the Paladin are amazing, far ahead of our own, but the comms weren’t fully set up. Something about the visual system activating knocked off the sound.”

“What? Sound… right.” He paused, clearly thrown at having to repeat himself. The difference between the flow of the words and the movement of the mouth grew even more distinct. “Land on the hull of the right nacelle. Space is being cleared for you now and…”

“Apologies again, Admiral.” I said quickly, cutting him off, ignoring the use of “right” instead of “starboard” as it should have been. I knew that I couldn’t let them leave me on the hull, right in the path of any surface defense weapons. “This suit I stole only has a matter of minutes of air left, and that’s while connected to the ship. If I land on the hull, then we open it to space for me to exit? I’ll never survive long enough to reach the hangar.”

“What? Why didn’t you…”

“I didn’t know before now, sir. Half the systems on the ship aren’t working yet. I just got the five minute warning.”

I knew it’d have their guard up, me not just doing as they told me easily. But hopefully it’d also be making them panic about the possibility of losing the locations of the research bases.

I waited, trying to breathe normally as the admiral glared at me, before he finally nodded, grudgingly.

“Fine. You can land in the left nacelle instead. It’s damaged and doesn’t have any crew in it, but there’s air. You’ll strip out of that suit as soon as you board the ship, though, until you’ve been scanned, and we know you’re not a threat. You’ll be kept in the brig, and…”

I cut the transmission off, pretending that something had failed and waited a few seconds.

We’re secure.

“Thank fuck,” I muttered. “Okay, if we can’t make the antimatter into a bomb, what do we do?”

I’ll leave a substrate of myself in here. It’ll lock the Paladin down and send the reactor critical if I don’t make contact with it in two hours. The ship isn’t that big. One way or the other, all of this will be resolved in that time.

“Make it four hours,” I countered. “And make it so that either you or I, or Panna with a code word, can deactivate it, just in case.”

A third party, even one we care for as Panna, may still be under their control. I do not recommend that path.

“She only gets the code word if we win, or it looks like we will, and we can’t get back here in time,” I suggested. “What happens if we win, but we’re at the other end of the ship at that point? What if we’re pinned down or injured? If we win, but can’t get back here ourselves, it’s all a waste. We might as well land and just set the damn thing off.”

Very well, but on one condition.

“Go on?”

Panna is still connected to the system. If she is in danger, as your mate, you will wish to give her the code to save her, even if this is a mistake. I request that I alone hold the code. That way, should the worst happen, the enemy will not gain the mark 5 Paladin, nor anything else, and we strike a blow to our enemies with our last breath.

“I…” I broke off, thinking frantically as we neared the port nacelle. The flickering lights, one of the two hangar doors opening, the other frozen and the scars that covered it making it clear just how damaged this section was. “Fine, yeah, I agree,” I growled, knowing it was for the best, but just damn well hating losing control like that.

I am encoding the breakaway substrate now. Should anything happen to me, lay your hand on the hull over the stealth coating where you see the handprint and order the ship to deactivate.

“Okay... Achilles?”

Yes?

“Thank you. When I thought you were gone, when I thought they’d killed you? I just wanted you to know that it’s been amazing to have you with me… brother.”

Thank you Ajax. It has been good to be alive, and to be your brother.

“It has,” I whispered aloud, rolling the Paladin onto one side and staring up through the canopy at Panna.

She flew close by, closer than she should be. The distance between us nowhere near the regulations, and she flipped and rose to mirror me, flying even closer.

The tight-beam reconnected, the two of us facing each other on the screen. I reached up to rest one hand on the canopy directly, seeing her do the same. Across the empty gulf of the black, we reached out, silently, to each other.

“Are you okay?” she asked me softly.

I stared into her eyes, wishing I could remove my helmet somehow. But in the confines of the cockpit, there just wasn’t the room.

“I am,” I answered. “Now, anyway.”

“What happened down there?”

“I…” I snorted. “You’d never believe me, seriously. It’s going to take some serious explaining. Is there a still going on the Warspite?”

That was both age-old navy tradition and something that had flourished in the lax attitude that had grown from the flight deck being cut off from the admiralty.

As pilots, we’d done our best not to partake of the still and its seemingly horrific proof. It wasn’t for any prudish reasons; we just never knew when we’d be ordered to get out into the black, and trying to control a Paladin when too drunk to see straight was a recipe for disaster.

The levels of alcohol that were produced by the still were basically rocket fuel or terminal. There was no middle ground. The proof—the way that alcohol used to be worked out, according to the data terminals—was so high that the brewers refused to own up to it.

It was accepted that there was no proof, it was just overwhelming evidence that the stills produced. Evidence that, no matter what happened, humanity would always find a way to wipe the organic hard drive.

“There is. The original crew were hit again with a purge just before we joined them, wiped of almost everything, the poor bastards. The admiralty keeps us separate, but something’s… well. After you were lost, I went looking and found one of them.”

“And did you find… anything else?” I asked hesitantly, staring up at her.

“No, I’m not fucking anyone.” The corners of her eyes crinkled as she smiled under her mask. “Damn, you’d think I didn’t have to strip off to get you into bed the first time! Suddenly, you’re so interested!”

“Hey, it’s been a long time!” I countered, though this was nothing to do with the sex, for either of us. It was just a way of connecting, of sharing a brief minute together before I landed.

She expected me to be whisked away by the medical teams for examination, and I…

Well.

I glanced down at the thing that Achilles had been careful to hide even from her in these transmissions.

The grip of my rifle was recessed into the side of the cockpit, within easy reach, and the handgun was still on my hip. They might not be particularly scary weapons, compared to the damn cannon that Barceló carried, for example, but they were still lethal.

“Ajax?” Panna asked. I flinched, looking back at the canopy and her. “Are you… is everything okay? You can tell me, you know, is it… is it the ROT?”

I snorted before I could help myself. The reality of the ROT that they all feared meant that, at least, there was something I didn’t have to worry about.

I opened my mouth to tell her no, that everything was fine, only to have Achilles speak to me.

By the timescale you gave the admiral, we have one minute and twenty-seven seconds before we run out of air. I recommend landing with some urgency.

“Fuck… I’m almost out of air!” I lied to her, the baffles having been open on takeoff and closed at some point by presumably Achilles, considering I knew I had at least 4 hours of air aboard.

I cut the connection, flipping over in the other direction and firing the engines, increasing the rate of closure to the Warspite.

“Paladin-OE138, slow to regulation approach speed,” the Warspite’s controller sent to me. I ignored them, grunting at the utter similarity between the one who was berating me now and the same one who had been our contact on the Spirit of Humanity.

Clearly, they only had so many holograms or whatever they were using to communicate with us.

“Negative, flight control,” I sent after they warned me they’d open fire if I didn’t reduce my speed. “Admiral… I didn’t catch their name, but the admiral of the Warspite told me to dock here and is aware of my limited air. They gave me permission to land.”

There was few seconds of confused silence before they came back, the hull of the ship now massive in my vision. I checked the rangefinder, seeing the way it was flashing down as I closed.

“Paladin-OE138… you have permission to land in docking area three.”

I snorted, totally ignoring them as I flew into the nacelle. The single open hangar door barely gave me enough clearance as I tore inside, the peace of the black vanishing in a mass of tattered metal, damaged lights, and the cold of a fully evacuated and abandoned flight deck.


Chapter Sixty-Five

I twisted the control stick, flaring engines, deliberately flipping around to point my engines in the direction I was now hurtling, triggering a hard blast of power to slow me down.

More commlinks tried to spring up, and Achilles batted them away while he triggered secondary thrusters, slowing and righting me as we approached the rear wall.

The interior of the hangar would be huge, should you be walking around unarmored. But in a ship, flying in at a hell of a speed? Nope.

The section I was in, the port nacelle, was perhaps forty meters high, a hundred wide, and perhaps six hundred in length, with the former back wall having been around three hundred meters in. Then, as the power plants and engines were upgraded, taking up less space, another three hundred meters had been found as hangar space.

The result was a cavernous bay, one that I was still struggling to land inside. I simultaneously wished for the elven tractor beams to slow me and guide me in for a landing and prayed they damn well didn’t have them.

It wasn’t helped by the mass of broken Paladins or the handful of broadswords that were left in one corner. Apparently, the hangar was yet to be recovered by the crew, lending credence to the whole “they just woke up” thing that Panna and the others were supposed to accept.

The mass of shattered and broken ships were practically piled one atop the other, though, and only a small space existed for me to land. Had I come in at a regular landing speed, it’d have been no problem. As it was, it was a fucking nightmare.

I twisted and yanked around, flaring and cutting the engines in fast, hard blasts, killing my momentum relative to the ship. Then I fired them again and again, barely having the space to flip the ship over and engage the magnetic skids. It slammed to a halt with a screech of tortured metal at the farthest end of the bay.

“I’m down!” I gasped into the commlink, hearing Panna and the others cheering, even as new orders were barked out, ordering them back to the planet. “Don’t!” I cut in, desperately. “You need to not damage the fucking planet! The ships…”

“We can make our own, now that we have this prototype,” the admiral’s voice cut in. “Return to the planet and begin bombardment.”

“No, dammit!” I snarled, before changing tack, hoping to make the others see. “Wait, I’ve only got thirty seconds left of air… where’s the recovery team?”

“There weren’t any available on that side of the ship,” came the cold response. “Teams are being scrambled now, though. Try to survive until they can reach you.”

“Admiral… how long?” Sausage asked before Panna could.

“We’ll take care of it, captain. Resume the attack.”

“Fuck it,” I grunted, reaching down and triggering the emergency canopy release. “It was always going to happen, I guess. All Paladin pilots, cut communication from the ships. You’ve been lied to! Accept only contact that bears my direct signature!”

The lid of the canopy, designed to assist in an emergency, burst apart, and I gasped as the connection to the Paladin through my implant was severed. The nanites that were no longer needed to maintain it sank back into quiescence in the Paladin. Those who hadn’t been used yet, a far smaller number than I’d hoped, pooled on my armor. I grabbed the sides of the cockpit, hauling myself up, as boarding warning lights flared to life around me in the hangar.

“Ajax?” Panna asked, horrified. “No…”

“Panna!” I shouted, dragging my rifle free, slapping it into place on the back of my armor, and feeling it magnetically clamp down. “It’s not the ROT, it’s not nanites that fucked us, either, we’ve been controlled by the fallen! Years we’ve fought our own people, and this ship is full of them! Scan the ships, look for identifiers of human make. They’re copies!”

“…No…”

“If you’ve ever trusted me on anything, ever, trust me on this. Cut off communication now with the carriers, block their signals. There are bombs aboard your ships!” I roared, sprinting across the wing and leaping to the floor below.

As soon as I was clear of the Paladin and its magnetic field, I fell, the “floor” of the hangar having been kept covered in the spare parts and ship remains by a narrow band of artificial gravity.

I twisted, shoving out with one of my gravity projectors and landing solidly. My knees bent to absorb the impact, as I grunted, then kicked off again.

The distance to the nearest door wasn’t far, fifteen meters, skidding around the edge of shattered and artistically dumped debris. I leaped over some of it, the sound of my heavy, nanite-based armor lost to the lack of air, even as the metal below my feet rang with each booming impact.

Then I felt another impact.

This one clipped my right shoulder, barely catching me at all, but it was enough to make me hiss in pain. The auto-turrets by the door deployed and opened fire as I threw myself into a slide, sparks flaring as I skidded to a halt in cover.

Two auto-turrets, heavy slug throwers, recommend a two-round burst to the one on the right. Crush the left with the projector.

“Can’t you hack it or something?” I snapped, loath to lift my head above the cover that was even now being systematically reduced by a stream of slugs chipping away at it.

Not both, and not quickly. The bandwidth of the broadcast node in your left arm is poor.

“Then fucking fix it!” I snarled and felt his acceptance of the order.

One minute-thirty seconds, and counting. He estimated.

I snarled, grabbing a box of spare parts off to the left with a projector field and hurling it through the air at the turrets.

They both shifted aim—as I’d hoped they would—and tore into the movement, and I burst from cover.

I opened fire on the right turret, my shots going wide when Achilles didn’t adjust my aim—damn him for being busy doing a job I’d set him. I fired again, reaching out with my left projector and crushing the barrels of the left-hand side turret.

It tried to fire anyway and exploded, as I gestured and basically slapped the turret on the right hand one aside, giving me the time I needed to tear its heart to slag with my railgun rifle.

Other turrets, positioned farther up and down the hangar, opened fire. I broke into a sprint, hissing as slugs tore into the mess around me.

“Fuckfuckfuck!” I swore.

Do you wish the link to Panna maintained?

“What?” I asked, distractedly, ducking into the doorway and glaring through the thick glass of the door into the inside of the ship.

Do you wish me to maintain the link to Panna? We were connected when you left the ship, and I have continued to broadcast to her directly.

“Panna?” I asked, stunned, then I winced as her voice crackled in my ears.

“Ajax, what the hell is going on! Who are you talking to? Is it the ROT?”

“Fuck’s sake, Achilles!” I snarled, “How come you can keep the line active while upgrading the transmitter, but you can’t hack a damn turret?”

The answer is complicated and a waste of both of our time to explain, as I have no crayons available nor hands to hold them in.

“You… you…”

“Ajax?” Panna begged. I closed my eyes, taking a deep breath.

“Panna, I have an AI. Not an RI, AI. I can’t talk, because I’m literally fucking storming the ship—on my own—right now. Seriously, the most important details you need to know are that we’re clones. We were cloned from real humans, ones the fallen captured. They stripped all their flying memories from them somehow. They gave them to us, and they made us into the best possible evolution of humanity.

“We’re faster, stronger and far more skilled than we have any right to be, but those memories? The reason everything feels weird? It’s because they’re from dozens of people. The reason we’re kept down on the flight deck is because the rest of the ship is full of the fallen.

“Literally, the tide of the war has turned, and it’s because we’re turning it! We’ve slaughtered thousands of our allies and our own people and…”

“Who told you this? The elves? Have they brainwashed…”

“Nope, seriously, do they look fucking happy with me?” I snarled, reaching the door and fiddling with the keypad. It was dead. “I just shot down eighteen of their Howlers and fucked up a treeship; do you really think they’re controlling me?”

“But…”

“Panna, you’ve got a bomb in your spine! All of us do, a bomb and a hormone regulator. It keeps us quiet, keeps us compliant, and makes us feel whatever they want, angry, aggressive, complacent… anything!” I shoved my shoulder against the door, but it didn’t budge. Damned fallen had probably cut the power and sealed the exit.

“Look, I need to go. This whole storming the ship thing is kinda hard when I’m having side conversations! You saw how much effort they made to save me when I was running out of air, right?”

“You sound like you’re fine now,” she countered.

“Yeah, well, I was lying about the air. If they’d had me landing on the hull, they’d have blasted me with point defense as soon as I exited, for some reason,” I countered sarcastically, trying to use the gravity projectors to press the button on the far side of the door, but the system kept flashing red.

Clearly, it didn’t like the constant.

“Oh, I wonder why! Maybe because you’re storming our fucking ship, Ajax!” Her voice cracked with brittle humor as she tried to hold back tears of frustration. “Eight of us have cut ourselves off from the ship. We’re on tight-beam comms, Ajax, and everyone else is targeting us! We’re going to be killed by our friends, all because…”

“FUUUUUUCK!” I screamed, reaching out and heaving upwards, anger, desperation, and determination all combining as the control panel on the far side crumpled. A section of the wall and the door itself screeched in metal torment.

I gritted my teeth, pushing, heaving, and straining against the invisible mass of the door, fury rising and fresh wetness of blood bursting from my nostrils and ears as the strain was too much.

The door resisted for several seconds, then all at once, something in the structure gave way. The door shot upward, accompanied by the howl of escaping atmosphere.

I staggered, each step a solid effort, until I was inside and let myself drop to one knee, reeling over the effort that had taken.

The door behind me, now no longer forced up, shot back down, sealing with clang that reverberated through the floor. The scream of exiting atmo and encroaching vacuum balanced out.

I sagged. Knees pressed to the floor, rifle in my right hand, flat against the steel. I planted my left just as firmly as I panted, and the stream of spare nanites burrowed through me, flowing up to patch and rebuild the damaged neurons and more.

I groaned as the world seemed to come back to me. My mind lit up again, the sounds of the ship gradually rolling back in, the racing feet in the distance, the clangs of armored boots on the deck, the alarms and the flash of lights…

The connection to Panna had been lost, cut off, or she’d cut herself off. I didn’t know, not for sure, and I couldn’t risk the time I’d take to find out.

One thought filled my mind.

Find the fallen, find them and make those fuckers pay.


Chapter Sixty-Six

I pushed myself to my feet. The ship I was in was unfamiliar, but the human design wasn’t, I was on the lower decks, there was a long corridor that ran left and right, flowing down along the side of the nacelle, granting access to the hangars and the various rooms on either side that led off it.

Ahead of me was the first of the corridors that led back to the ship proper, the nacelles connected by walkways that were heavily armored and longer than I’d like to run.

The nacelles were designed to be jettisoned if need be, so the bulkheads between me and the main corridor back to the ship, and from that corridor into the main body of the ship, were heavy duty.

That was fine. I grinned as the final sections slotted into place. I lifted my left arm, sections of the nanite armoring now glowing to my vision as Achilles highlighted the nanite-built broadcast and receiving array.

“Open the fucking door,” I growled to Achilles.

He set to work as I rolled my shoulders, enamored with the sheer joy of my armored suit.

One section of my mind worked with him, leaving me dimly aware as he selected signals that flowed around us in the ether, hacking them. He followed them to their origin, the ports in the wall designed for technicians to plug into when they needed direct oversight.

Slapping my left hand flat, an extrusion pushed out and into the port, filling it. Achilles encountered the rudimentary RI that sat there, passively waiting for the access request.

It became clear to us, if nothing else had, that this was a fallen ship and not a human one. The RI sat waiting, like it was a figure sitting on a box, with the cable behind it flowing to the door, ready to open or close at its command.

Achilles simply flowed around it, severing its physical connection and installing his own, opening the door, while the RI stared on passively.

It was programmed to prevent intrusion from the outside to the control node it protected, but it had no orders regarding the cabling behind it, so it simply sat there, uncaring.

I pulled my hand free as the storm of figures dispatched from farther down the corridor raced toward me. I strode through the door, slapping my hand to the port on the other side. A tingle ran up my arm as Achilles repeated the process, reversing it and closing the door, leaving them unable to activate it.

I have located a command signal; attempting to hack the doors ahead.

With a brief nod, I sped up into a run. The difference in running in the armor was insane. I accelerated from a normal running speed to matching a grav lift in seconds, then I just went faster.

The door is opening, but there are forces waiting behind it.

“Good,” I growled, digging deeper and pushing harder.

Change of plan. Located a section that leads up; take the left ahead. It’s a connector, closing and sealing the doors around the forces that were waiting to ambush us.

I didn’t reply, twisting and ducking through a narrow gap that was clearly intended as a foot-traffic-only access to the next level. The rapid-fire clanging of my feet as I sprinted up the incline toward the second floor would have deafened anyone not in a suit in the close confines of the corridor. As I reached the top, I couldn’t help but grin.

The door ahead had been sealed like the ones on the Spirit had been. Thick, yellow-and-red reflective tape, designed to warn of contagion, had been plastered all the way around the outside, pressed into the cracks of the door to prevent any possible passage through.

At the end of the day, though, it was designed for medical biohazards, and the fallen on the other side knew damn well it wasn’t anything like that, so they’d not been concerned beyond making damn sure the door was locked.

It opened as I approached Achilles lifted it in one smooth motion, thanks to the keys he’d received on breaking the last lock, then closing it behind us. The clang rang out again as I jumped, planting one foot on the wall ahead and kicking off. The corridor beyond took a sharp bend to the left and right, and that was our destination.

I landed, then dove and rolled as something whooshed by overhead. The heat in the narrow corridor spiked sharply as I winced, my rifle coming up unthinkingly to open fire. A three-round burst rocketed away to hammer into a turret that I’d not seen.

Mine. Achilles informed me smugly.

I grunted, twitching the barrel to sweep the corridor as a second turret farther ahead slid out of the wall.

It was ovoid, a barrel sliding forward as a cheerful red light flashed on, activating, targeting me… and bursting into a mass of shattered components as two rounds tore it apart.

I took the next right, glancing quickly back behind me as I sprinted for it, thankful that there wasn’t a third damn turret drawing a bead, as Achilles spoke up.

Attempting to hack the security systems, much more complex than the turrets. Going dark.

I grunted, understanding the reference he made from one of the innumerable vids Panna and I had watched, and his access to my memories.

He was busy, basically, and he’d be back to help when he damn well could.

I sprinted on, the corridor taking a left, then a T junction. I chose right, going on instinct, aiming to find another way up, a grav-lift, a sloping corridor, ladders, anything.

This was nominally supposed to be a human ship. That meant the CIC, or Combat Information Center, should be the most hardened spot on the ship, right in the heart of the place, the hardest to take out so the warship could fight on until it was totally reduced to slag.

The bridge might be high on the prow, as stupid as that was these days, but the CIC? Always buried. If I could take that? They’d be fucked.

I sprinted out of the next intersection… and was instantly hit by a barrage of crystal rounds, each shattering and doing surface damage, punching a little deeper, and a little beyond that.

I flung myself sideways, rolling and coming to my feet, diving behind the edge of… of a damn roost?!

The section I’d raced unthinkingly out into wasn’t anything that should be in the middle of a human warship.

I’d been expecting the ship to be ours, with a section that was simply filled with the fallen.

Now I realized—cursing my own stupidity—just how badly I’d fucked up.

This was a fallen ship masquerading as a human one, not a captured and refitted imperial warship. After all, no imperial designer would have gutted the middle floors of the fucking ship and put in a goddamn rookery!

Fire was coming in from all sides as I dove and rolled, spraying my limited ammunition upward at the dozens of armored figures who flew from what looked like goddamn balconies of apartments, laughing and screaming to each other as they tried to kill the interloper.

I saw a door to one side, grunted under three more hits, and sprinted for it, leaping and kicking it inward, thanks to my much heavier than normal weight.

The door crashed from its hinges, and I bounced off a stand inside, seeing a collection of weapons and… and trophies hanging off it!

There were heads and hands, arranged in what I guessed was a pleasing—to a fucking insane angel of death—pattern for visitors to admire.

I couldn’t help it, booting it as I ran past, sending it crashing to the floor as I leaped up a narrow stairwell to the next level. Luckily for me, the fallen couldn’t fly properly until they were adults, so they needed access methods like we did for the young and old alike.

Somewhere overhead, a scream rang out, then the clang of boots hitting metal, racing across the floor from left to right. I followed it with my rifle, skidding to a halt and sighting on that corner. A door burst open, and I came face-to-face with my first fallen warrior.

He—they apparently had sexes much like ours—was impressive. Seven, maybe eight feet tall, bipedal and humanoid, heavily muscled, with massive wings.

They were folded up tight now, as he burst into the room, practically slavering at the thought of being able to ventilate me.

The look in his eyes as he focused on the rifle pointed directly at him, was worth waiting for. He went from desperate to kill to sudden panic and disbelief, all in under a second.

It’d just dawned on him that he should dodge, pray, or do something fairly fucking urgently, when my single shot took him in the forehead.

The railgun worked by accelerating small, sharply-tipped, solid-mass bullets through multiple acceleration rings embedded all along the barrel. When the round hit him, it was traveling at a horrific speed.

As solid as it was, it didn’t even deform on impact measurably, just tore straight through his skin, muscle, bone, and cranium. When it exited the far side, trailing a meaty string of matter that slapped against the rear wall, the bullet tore through it and kept going.

He collapsed. The momentum of his still-running body meant that, when he was hit, he practically did a backflip, and suddenly there were feathers everywhere.

I scooped up the crystal thrower and sprinted up to the next level, just as another two screamed at each other, both trying to land on the same roost on the balcony.

They had clawed feet, the only break from the more traditional angel description I’d read—well, that and the pointed teeth and love of eating humans and other races. Those feet also made it much more awkward to walk than fly, having to pause to apparently fold the claws in to walk.

Hence the roost–a simple place to land, fold the claws in, then step down.

The pair holding onto one side of the roost while shouting at each other to move didn’t even see me as I strode up onto the level, grinning.

Until I opened fire, that is.

Their technology was heavily based on harvestable crystals, clearly common wherever they came from. I’d read that they were highly limited in our section of the galaxy, meaning their guns were prized by research teams.

I pulled the trigger, and the crystals in the chamber converted a tiny fraction of their mass directly into energy, hurtling down the barrel and out with a gentle wuff of expelled waste gasses.

I strafed the pair from right to left, holding the gun in my left hand. Rifle ready, I winced as the pair were literally torn apart.

My nanite armor had been injured by their hits and was regrowing steadily, but their uniforms? Gray with red slashes of rank did absolutely nothing to stop the crystals.

The pair of them collapsed, vanishing from sight among screams of horror and disbelief, until I strode out into view and opened fire.

Feathers, blood, and screams rose and fell as I started to laugh. The sight of these fuckers, creatures that had sat here in the center of our ships, nestled like spiders pulling our strings, now panicking and dying?

It was a balm to my soul.

Got the local one.

A turret higher up in the central chamber overhead suddenly spun up, and plasma fire rained out, punching into the fallen and tearing them literally from the sky in flaming, thrashing messes.

I raced back to the narrow stairwell I’d entered the room from, finding it spiraled upwards, passing floor after floor and home after home, until it reached the top.

I burst out into a large open area, clearly a private zone, filled with what I took to be adolescents. I hesitated, not wanting to hurt kids, until they grabbed weapons, knives, a single crystal thrower, and charged at me.

As they cleared, behind them, I saw what they’d been playing with.

The body of a human man was pinned to a section of the wall that looked to be rotated by a crank. Various machines hung ready and waiting, including one that was still dripping blood. The man was dead. Nobody who had lost the amount of blood that was collected in jars around him could have been alive. The jars, as well as the stains surrounding the kids’ mouths, told all the story I needed.

I opened fire, mowing the little bastards down, feeling the horror. From all the things I’d done since I’d woken up on that corridor floor with Panna, this, at least, I would not need therapy to get over. 


Chapter Sixty-Seven

I grabbed the ammunition from the crystal thrower, slotting it into my own and seeing the way the gun dragged the crystals free, discarding the additional magazine. I grunted, tossing it aside.

Some of their tech was damn near magical, and it was going to be my very great pleasure to use it to fuck up their Tuesday.

I almost tore the door from its hinges, ducking my head out then pulling back, checking the other way, then cursing at the stillness.

“Which way?” I asked Achilles, hesitating.

You think I know? I’m fighting a dozen RI’s, currently.

“Well which way don’t they want you going?” I asked him sarcastically, getting a brief pause before he answered.

Left, and just so you know, I would have thought of that before you, if I wasn’t straining myself this badly.

“I believe you, buddy,” I assured him under my breath, stepping out and heading down to the left, wondering at the new design of the area I was passing through.

The lower section I’d just come from was all pink lights with blues and browns on the walls. This, though, was bright white, the corridors were wide and high, but not high enough for anyone to fly.

The walls were unadorned, simple, gleaming white tiles, with a narrow gutter down the center of the path. I ran down it, trying to ignore the fucking peculiarity of their design as I barely hesitated at the open doors and empty rooms I passed.

Some of them were filled with star charts, others had what looked to be chemistry sets sitting idle. The next one, I skidded to a halt and backed up. There was a woman this time. She was young and pinned to the wall, literally held in place in a Vitruvian man pose, dead.

She’d been skinned meticulously down her central axis, and the parts that had been removed were laid out on benches, along with handwritten notes.

“A school,” I muttered as it clicked. “It’s a fucking school for their young. But if that is the biology class…”

Then the other one is the dining hall. Achilles finished for me.

“Mother fuckers!” I cursed, shaking my head in disbelief at the sheer cruelty of the universe, as he went on.

At the next section, take a left, then two rights. The RIs believe they have me cornered. If you can reach the dataport there, I can cut around them and isolate them from the mainframe.

“How long to get control of the ship?” I asked him.

It depends. Control of the ship to detonate it? I could do that now, most likely. Control of…

“Control of the ship to lock these fuckers out, so we can open fire on the other two ships and recover any Paladins who’ll come with us,” I clarified. “I want these bastards dead, every last one of them.”

We need to take the bridge, two levels up and back two hundred meters, as near as I can tell. Take the node junction, then we can head there.

I didn’t respond, breaking into a run, taking his directions and sprinting as quickly as I could, guns held ready.

Taking the last right and skidding to a halt on the junction, I saw the port Achilles hungrily outlined for me. Then I was hit from the side and sent flying into the wall, bouncing off as the tiles shattered, fractal patterns blooming.

I slid to the floor, rifle already lifting on instinct… only to have it kicked aside, losing my grip on it as it clattered down the corridor. I twisted, driving the crystal thrower forward, only to have it caught in the grip of something and crushed almost effortlessly before being tossed aside.

Fingers closed around my throat, and I was hauled bodily upward toward the grim smile of the figure before me.

A nephilim.

We’d seen mention of them in the records of the fallen. They were genetic variants used as bodyguards and elite soldiers to serve their ruling class, the seraphim.

Whatever the bastard was, though, he was tall and damn strong.

He was clad in dark sheets of metal that had been form-fitted to him, fitting perfectly. His face was hidden, an oval of interlinking black rhomboids, half an inch wide and two long, made up the face. The mouth was filled with sharp rows of shark-like teeth on display.

Red, glowing eyes stared out of the mass of overlapping shapes, and I stared through my face-shield at the fucker, seeing the hunger and pleasure in those eyes, right up until I triggered a pulse from either hand into the sides of his head, cracking his fancy helmet inward.

He screamed, dropping me, and I landed hard on my feet, staggered, then lashed out, triggering a pulse with each impact.

I took him in the stomach. Two more of his kind stood behind him, each holding staffs that crackled with energy and watching with wide grins.

That grin melted straight off their faces when the one I’d just punched, easily three feet taller than me, doubled over, grunting in pain. I grabbed the back of his head with my left hand, shoving down and triggering another pulse, even as my right knee came up, riding a pulse of energy from that foot that sent it rocketing upward.

The nephilim’s helmet exploded, blood and brains flying everywhere. The nearest of the fuckers leaped forward, whirling his staff overhead and bringing it down, screaming toward my head.

I shoved sideways with the projectors, sending him reeling into the wall, and caught the second staff as it was driven toward my face.

My fist closed around it just behind the bulbous, crackling head. For a second, I thought I’d avoided it… until he flicked a switch on the grip with one thumb, and the energy field rolled down from the head, catching my hand.

I screamed, smoke rising from my flesh, filtering through the nanite layers of the armor, and he thrust again. This time, I was too shocked and couldn’t avoid it, taking the impact in my stomach and doubling over, grunting in pain. I shoved sideways as hard as I could on blind instinct, barely managing to avoid the second thrust and taking the other staff on my right shoulder instead of the back of my head.

I screamed again in pain, though, then yanked as hard as I could with my right hand. It was still locked around the shaft, unable to release the staff while the current was tearing through me.

Instead, I punched it a few inches down the shaft with all the strength of my cybernetic left arm, smashing the staff and releasing my grip.

Staggering back, I swung my left hand blindly, managing to deflect the next blow more by luck than skill. I hissed in pain as the metal transmitted it even better than my flesh had.

I dragged my handgun from my right hip, and I saw the look in the bright red glowing eyes of the nephilim.

“Dishonorable…” was all he managed to get out before I shot him in the face, twice. His head exploded, the fatter, heavier bullets of the handgun doing a hell of a number on him. His friend ducked behind the fresh-made corpse, using his former ally as a shield.

That might have worked well against a crystal thrower or a plasma round.

It really didn’t work well against the railgun pistol.

Three more shots rang out as I fired over and over in my anger, the bullets tearing the fucker apart, sending him reeling. Two were to the stomach, his fancy black and red armor shattering under the impact, the third…

Well, I’d not have aimed for that area, personally, being a man myself. But they were a lot taller than me, and it was just the way things worked out.

He screamed and fell to the floor, the stomach wounds more than enough to claim his life, even before the third shot blew his cock into parts so small a set of tweezers and a magnifying glass would be required to deal with his sex life, if he’d survived.

Holstering my handgun and picking up the nearby discarded energy staff, I triggered it and smashed it into his head, the helmet shattering as the staff deformed under the power of the blow.

Get me into the port, and we need to recharge.

“What?” I panted, looking around the corridor. The port highlighted again, so I stomped over to it and grabbed the crystal thrower. I cursed seeing the crushed end and tossed it aside, searching for my damn rifle as Achilles extruded a connection to the port.

Got it! Right, we need to find a high-voltage connection. You’ve drained more than three-quarters of our reserve in the fights so far; we need to be more tactical.

“Where?” I grunted, and an arrow appeared in my vision.

Is that too subtle for you?

“Well, fuck you very much.” I groaned, reaching down and tugging the rifle free when I spotted it, half-buried under one of the bodies. “How far?”

Up two floors, back five hundred meters now. That’s the central section. If you get me there, even if it’s not the bridge, I can assume control of the ship. See how the fallen like being vented into space.

“Damn right,” I muttered, pushing off and starting to run again. “Panna…”

I have no access to the ship, nor to the outside. We are too deep now. As resourceful as she is, I am sure she will have survived.

“I fucking hope so,” I whispered, rifle held ready, the flashing 11 hovering in the bottom of my vision.

If she has not, then we take this ship, and we return it to the fallen worlds. For every life they have taken from us, we glass a planet. We wipe their kind from existence, and in the end, when all is done, and our soul is reduced to a smoldering ember of carbon? At least others will be able to love again.

I hesitated, then nodded, agreeing wholeheartedly.

Jujinkai and the others had tried to help me, had tried to let me in and give me a home. They’d be there again, should I need them, I hoped, but Panna was where my heart was. Without her? There was no point in our lives, not beyond punishing those who had taken her from us.

Got it. The RI’s are locked down; the ship can no longer communicate, internally or externally; and the turrets are disabled. Time to hunt.

“Lets fucking do this,” I hissed, following the arrow and running into the bright white light of the corridor.


Chapter Sixty-Eight

The doors on either side of this section were closed, and while it made the hairs on the back of my neck stand on end as I passed them again and again, I didn’t slow.

Three intersections came and went before fire erupted to my left. I dove, hitting the ground and rolling, throwing up my left hand and releasing a gravity wave upward. The roar of crystals in flight changed to shattering as they hammered over and over into the ceiling of the corridor. The rifle hummed as I rose to one knee, squeezing the trigger over and over, Achilles adjusting my aim as I went.

There were seven of them in the corridor, and as the rifle clicked on its last bullet, they died. I was up and running, heading straight for them. Achilles and I both decided they would not be defending somewhere without cause.

I slammed the rifle only my back, the final round enough of a reason to keep it, as I picked up two throwers from the carnage of the floor. Flicking the activation lever on either side with a thumb on instinct, my nanites flowed out, burrowing into the back of them, linking them to my vision.

The stairs to the next level were one corridor over, and Achilles spoke as we were closing on them.

I have internal cameras; they’re cut off. Next corridor, kneeling left and right ten meters back, the enemy is planning to catch you in the crossfire.

I grinned ferally, picking up speed and pointing the guns to either side, throwing myself into a slide as I reached the corridors.

They’d heard me coming, of course. How could they not, after all, and they’d opened fire.

That was a damn stupid thing to do on its own. Not being sure of where I was, the two teams literally hosed the crossing with flying crystals. If I’d had more time, I would have just stopped and stepped back, letting them kill each other without my involvement.

Instead, I slid on my back across the gap, both guns screaming as they emptied into the kneeling figures… as they were being hammered by their fellows.

Screams rose as I popped to my feet on the other side of the corridor, my armor down to sixty-three percent viability. My nanite numbers came up as I dedicated half to repairs, the remaining seventeen hundred to remain fluid, ready to heal me or be used.

Two survivors, Achilles reported. Approaching from the left.

I knelt, waiting, smiling grimly as Achilles counted down their arrival. On zero, the first stepped into sight, taking a single shot to the face. The second, hurrying after him, one hand pressed to his side where blood darkened the fancy green robes he wore, blanched before taking a shot to the heart and collapsing in a spray of blood.

I grabbed their ammunition and cursed, seven shots from one, three from the other.

I didn’t have time to loot the other bodies, not while Panna might be under attack. Instead, I spun, racing for the stairs as the ammunition counters updated.

Eleven on the right, nine on the left. Three in my handgun, one in the rifle.

The stairs blurred past, and I dove coming out of the top, shots hammering into the frame of the stairwell. All but two missed me as I opened fire in return, taking out three more at a cost of seven shots.

Seven on the right, six on the left.

Shouting filtered down to me from above, and I ran for the next stairwell.

They’re smashing the cameras!

Sprinting up the stairs, I didn’t pause, firing as I went, crystals tearing through the door at the top. Then my armored bulk hit it, and I shredded through the thick plastic and composite.

I burst into the command floor. Achilles informed me of a short corridor leading left, a couple of doglegs in it leading to the lower-ranked officers’ quarters.

The other side… the corridor bent round to the left, circling the CIC. The entrance lay on the far side, and headed that way. Doors on my right and left opened, hiding fallen stepping out and opening fire. The cameras nearby, as Achilles had said, were dangling broken as soon as the fallen realized they’d lost control of them.

Twisting, I returned fire with both hands, crystals tearing into them… before the throwers ran dry. I tossed them aside, slamming both hands out in a widening arc, letting loose with a heavy pulse from the gravity projectors and sending bodies flying.

Armor integrity is fifty-eight percent and falling.

I tore the handgun free, firing three times, three kills, then grabbed a figure who ran out of another room. Smacking his thrower aside, I smashed the butt of my handgun into his face mask, feeling it shatter under the force.

I did it again and again, the front of his skull caving in as someone else appeared behind me, opening fire into my back. The crystals hammered into me over and over again on full auto, and I cried out in pain.

I backhanded his crystal thrower aside and, spinning, hit the fucker with a gravity pulse. Targeting his head only, I closed an invisible fist of force around it then shoved back and down hard.

His neck snapped—hell, his head was half torn off—but the damage was done. I twisted back, hearing more coming down the corridor.

Armor integrity seventeen percent. Nanite charge available, fourteen percent. Get us to a power socket without taking more damage, and…

He didn’t even get to finish his words before two of the nephilim were there, this time armed with massive red triangular shields and savage-looking hand axes.

I had a fucking dagger, and I drew it, beckoning them to come closer, tongue darting out to flick over my lips as I ducked into a half crouch.

They spread out, moving to encircle me. If I let them do that, I might as well give up right then and ask if anyone had dropped the soap, because I was going to get fucked.

The figure on the left opened his mouth, clearly about to give me some kind of an ultimatum, when I straightened, cursing myself and my own stupidity.

I might not have much fine control over the gravity projectors, but how fine did it need to be?

I reached out, not trying to throw them around the room, not trying to lift them, or crush them, instead manipulating the gravity at a far more specific level.

I slid the dagger back into my sheath as the figure before me hesitated, swaying slightly. I reached out and twisted. The muscles of his heart might be higher in his chest than in humans, but it was still just a powerful muscle. I tore it apart, grunting at the effort it cost me.

He let out a little grunt, then sagged to his knees. I turned to the other, a half-smile forming on my lips as I was about to repeat the move… when something behind me exploded, sending me staggering forward, my armor peppered with dozens of flechettes.

The armor integrity failed, and the hot, burned smell of charred flesh and cordite flooded my nostrils a second before a shield was slammed into my face, sending me hurtling backward again. My left foot caught on something and sent me to the floor atop a pile of shredded bodies, stunned.

I stared up through the front of a helmet that was spiderwebbed with cracks, pain radiating out from my neck and down my back.

Somehow, my muscles had kept my neck together, but the force of that blow? Damn. I blinked up at the figure overhead as he lifted his axe and swung it down, aiming for my chest.

I shoved sideways with the right projector, sending the axe wide by bare inches, chopping down into the leg of his former comrade I lay atop, and I grabbed the back of the axe with my left hand, holding on for dear life.

He slammed his shield down at me, the pointed lower end aimed flatly for my chest. The armor couldn’t take that, not with the flashing warnings all around my vision that were even now pulsing a harsh red.

I grabbed the shield with my right hand, dragging it sideways, but not far enough. The edge of it slamming down into my ribs on the right side, the armor buckling, bones fracturing as it slid across them to hit the ground…

…and I looked up into the face of a furious nephilim. The individual segments of his armored helm folded back, sliding together and stacking, opening out to stand like a lion’s mane, shivering as he glared down at me.

He had only slits for a nose, three of them that quivered with each breath. His eyes were wide, larger than a human’s, and without the overhanging brow, protruding slightly and bright, glowing red. He was close enough I could see the technology woven into the eyeballs, similar to our LENs tech, but seemingly integrated with the jelly of the eyes.

His mouth was an upturned V filed with row upon row of sharp teeth, and fuck me, his breath stank. He huffed something down at me, a question, going by the upwards lilt at the end. But I missed it, the pain of the flechettes, the torn wounds, the broken bones…

Three percent charge. Kill him, and get us to a damn power source!

I grinned up at the bastard, holding onto his axe and shield, and he opened his mouth, starting to snarl something, when I made use of a projector I rarely used–my foot.

I punted him in the balls, driving my armored foot up with two of my remaining three percent of charge, hard enough that I snapped half the bones in my foot.

There was a lot more damage done to his sex life though, if the howl and look in his eyes was anything to judge by. He folded up, tumbling to the side. I rolled with him, hissing in agony, even as I snatched the dagger free of my other hip and rammed it, panting, up under his chin and into his throat, tearing it sideways as I gave him a new, red smile.

The blade sank deep, the monomolecular blade carving the flesh with ease. I panted, staring into his panicking eyes, shaking my head in disbelief. The blade. All this time, and with all the weapons I’d been using, and it came down to the blade.

Hell, I’d even forgotten about…

Fresh hands grabbed me and dragged me off my victim, a new figure hoisting me high in trembling hands. Fingers closed around my throat, and my dagger was torn from me they drove me back against the wall and pinned me there.

The figure that held me was huge, not just tall and broad, the way the other nephilim were. But fuck, he was fat as well, literally. His wings were too small, compared to the size he was, to ever hold him aloft, even if he lost all the weight… and he had three eyes?

I stared stunned at the blue, red, and yellow eyes that gazed hatefully at me. The red one in the center of his forehead, the other two set deep into his cheeks, and the mouth?

Where the other nephilim looked more shark-like, the upside down V of their mouth opening wide and hinging down, making me fear they intended to swallow my head whole?

This fucker had ridges of flesh that extended down from the corner of his eyes, flowing in towards the center where his lips should have been, then back, finishing at the edge of his chin.

I stared in shock as the lips, a weird double V that met in the middle, opened up, and so did the entirety of his goddamn face.

The flaps opened down, two splits forming jaws, each a mirror of the other. He opened his face wide, and he screamed at me, phlegm and the remnants of meals long forgotten making their presence felt.

The inside of the mouth was a tooth-lined pit that made my brain shiver in instinctive fear as he screeched something, and a voice rang out from a device on his ornate golden belt.

“I am Admiral Venn, Second of the Cherubim of the Third Realm, and I claim your soul as a plaything for this!”

He held me there, almost effortlessly, a mastiff pinning a kitten as he worked his fingers into my armor where the suit met my neck and started to tear the suit free.

I can’t hold it together!

“Release… it,” I ordered Achilles. All that would happen if he fought was that the armor would be destroyed.

It split down the middle, folding apart and rolling down my body like a snake shedding its skin. My chest armor fell free, and he laughed.

“Even your armor flees you. I shall…”

I lashed out, wrapping my right arm around his, clinging to it as I tried to get a breath, planting my feet on his overhanging stomach and pushing up, trying to suck down more air as he squeezed, ignoring me as he plucked a single golden disk from his belt and held it up.

“Do you know what this is, mortal?” He asked, staring at me curiously. “It’s a soul jar. When your kind were still breeding with animals, we visited you, and I took souls as my due then! Ten thousand years, they have fed me, and ten thousand more they shall…”

He'd clearly taken my left arm as an affectation, or just hadn’t noticed it, but he damn well realized his mistake when I closed it over his wrist and squeezed with all the strength it could exert.

My right hand was a cybernetic base with flesh grown over the top. My left was fully robotic, and the difference? It was measured in the hundreds, if not thousands of pounds of pressure that could be brought to bear.

He screamed as his wrist bones ground together, cracking. Then he backhanded me across the face, the soul jar forgotten in his shock.

The world rolled, bones in my face cracking and stars bursting before my eyes. I released my grip on his arm unthinkingly, hands coming up in defense as the body of the second nephilim suddenly exploded, sending us both in opposite directions.

I hit a wall—already weakened by the detonation earlier—and tore through it, smashing into the bedroom beyond. The collection of weird and probably kinky grooming tools that were set out before a bunch of mirrors were sent crashing to the ground. The mirrors shattered, a cascade of broken glass raining down all around me as I fell to the floor, gasping in agony.

To the left!

I looked, barely able to see through the pain, and saw nothing. There was nothing I could use… something that looked like it was used to trim hairs, a guard that showed what a perfect feather should look like, and trimming lines to follow, and…

…and the power socket that held a plug that led in turn up to a device that was almost certainly a sex toy, looking at the shape of it. No way THAT could be mistaken for anything else.

Grab it!

“I’d… rather… die, thanks!” I forced out, spitting blood onto the floor before me.

The power lead!

“Oh.”

I slapped my hand down on it—the lead—and I felt the surge of nanites forming a tiny bridge, cutting into the…

PAIN!

Power, unconstrained power that was used to drive a ship though the black and to tear open rifts in space, was poured into me, and I screamed, I screamed, and I screamed.

Seconds became hours in my mind as I shook, as smoke rose, and muscles twitched, as flesh carbonized and rebuilt itself. Finally, finally, the safety lockouts kicked in.

“Wha…” I managed to mumble, agony tearing through me, until Achilles spoke.

Energy levels at 87%... let’s finish this.


Chapter Sixty-Nine: The Final Chapter

I pushed myself up to my feet, hearing a whimpering and shouting from the corridor, and I forced myself to stagger out into it, leaning against the door. Two more of the fallen, regular guards—or so they seemed—now stood to attention as the cherubim Venn snarled at them about their laziness and ineptitude.

He was covered in blood and broke off haranguing them long enough to shout into a commlink demanding the medical team “drop whoever they’re wasting time with” and come to him, as he’d been “injured by my own stupid guard’s failsafe.”

“Yoo-hoo!” I called, barely able to hold myself upright as they spun. “Is that the best you’ve got?”

I forced a smile through bloody teeth and stepped forward, eyes locked on Venn as the other two drew their crystal throwers… and screamed as I hit them both at once with a ten-percent pulse.

They were sent hurtling through the air and driven against the bulkheads, bones breaking, throwers discharging in all directions but mine.

Venn turned tail and ran, or he tried to, anyway. I managed to reach out with a loop of gravity, closing it on my right knee just as he was about out of sight. I yanked sideways and up as hard as I could.

The scream that echoed back from the room he’d tumbled out of sight into was a wonderful thing to hear. I limped after him, bracing myself in the doorway as I passed another room, stumbling as I picked up one of the discarded throwers.

As I did, I couldn’t help looking at the two nephilim, their red and black armor shredded, and I grunted. Their failsafe was clearly if they died, or presumably annoyed the cherubim too much, an implanted explosive detonated.

I was just damn glad the regular guards didn’t have them.

The corridor arched to the left and at the end. Three doors led off; one was open, a bloody handprint on the wall by it, and a trail on the floor. The others were closed, and I ignored them, peering around the corner of the door, then jerking my head back as a flash and a boom rang out.

A slug, clearly fired from a railgun, tore through the wall near to where my head had been. I pointed the thrower around the edge and fired into the room blind, hearing a scream and the wet sound of impacts and torn flesh.

I waited a second, then risked a quick look, leading with the gun.

Admiral Venn lay sprawled on the floor on the other side of a massive bed, his stomach torn open. The railgun lay on the floor where he’d dropped it in favor of holding himself together. I stepped inside, moving closer and keeping the sights on his head.

“You have… to get… the medical… team…” he gasped out, the stunned desperation in his voice making me snort as he stared up at me, utterly failing to understand that I’d not be doing that.

“So how does this work, then?” I asked almost casually, plucking the soul jar disc he’d dropped on the floor and holding it up.

“You… hold it to a… sapient as they die…” He said, confused and shaking his head. “But… I’m a cherubim… I can’t die!”

“Seems straightforward enough,” I said, nodding, tossing the thrower aside and pressing the coin over his heart with my right hand.

“Thank you for your service,” I sneered at him, remembering the number of times things like that had been said to us all by his humanoid simulacrum on a screen at a funeral.

Then I extended the blade on my left arm out to full, locking it into place, and drove it through his forehead.

The disc burst into brilliant light, and I hissed at the pain. It seemed to burn and freeze me at the same time. His flesh, formerly an unhealthy pink, flushed with life and probably fatty trans-acids, rippled and went gray, sinking down. Something was torn from the fresh corpse, the body falling back, desiccated and looking like it’d been dead for a month or more, at least.

I staggered, feeling the disc shivering with power, and I looked down at it, a new screen pulsing before my eyes.

Congratulations!

You have harvested a Greater Soul… do you wish to absorb it now or bind it to power a weapon or device?

I banished the screen, shaking my head, determined that I didn’t have time to deal with it now.

Half a dozen staggering footsteps later, and a door slid open. The command deck for the Warspite laid before me, screens plastering the walls on all sides, and the thrumming power of a massive warship making itself felt in this, its heart.

I staggered forward, collapsing into a massive chair that stank, but the screens on all sides shifted subtly to perfectly align on me.

I saw Panna and the others, two sets of Paladin fighters hanging there in space. Distant signatures showed incoming enemy vessels. The fallen apparently could read the jump signatures well enough to know who they were and when they’d arrive.

I saw the other two fallen ships, one hovering on either side of me, and I saw, last of all, the slot next to me on the arm of the chair and the dull coin that filled it.

My left hand reached out over the shipboard system controls on that arm of the chair, and I released Achilles into the network absently. I reached out and plucked the coin free with my right, staring at the gentle shimmer it gave off.

I could feel exhaustion, relief, and… hope? All were radiating from the disc I held, and as I set it down on the side, resting it where I could see it, I plucked loose the shimmering and gleaming disc that held the soul of the cherubim. I felt its naked terror and disbelief, the refusal to cooperate, then the psychic wail of fear and horror as, for the first time, a greater soul was used to power a warship.

The ship seemed to shiver with energy, the banks of controls shining with power. Cores throughout the ship surged as their previous limits were surpassed, and the warship came to life truly, granted the soul of an immortal as a base and an AI as its heart.

Doors nearby slammed shut to conserve the atmosphere in the command areas around me. Then the flight decks and human areas were locked down as well, keeping them all safe. The rest of the ship was suddenly vented into space, the atmo ripped free as bodies hurtled out of previously sealed areas.

A recording of the fight, of everything that had happened from me boarding the ship, began broadcasting, even as the shields surged in power, and the guns warmed up.

Warspite came to life with a roar as cannons the length of her shifted as one. All those on the port turned to target the fallen ship on that side.

I broadcast a single message into the ether to the universe.

“I am Ajax, and this is my ship. Your move, motherfuckers.”


The End

Or is it…?


reviews

I was blown away by the amount of people that took the time to leave review for me on my first book, Brightblade, and it means so much to an indie author to read them, so thank you all.

Please, please leave a review for me if you like the book, it’ll make it much more likely that Amazon and others will promote, discuss and show my book to other people, that in turn leads to greater sales, and means I can hopefully continue to write full time for you all…

If you want to share the details with your friends and maybe encourage them to give it a try that’d be fantastic, but seriously, a review would be amazing!

Alternatively, if you want to be added to my mailing list (and don’t worry, it’s not and never will be for sale…) please go to my website https://jezcajiao.com/ and at the bottom of the page you can find the email sign-up tab!

I’ve now set up my own Facebook group, called, imaginatively enough…Jez Cajiao Author! It’ll have up to date release dates and information on books and any news I have to share.

You can find it at www.facebook.com/JezCajiaoAuthor

As always, feel free to reach out to me and ask any questions or just shoot the shit!


Patreon

There’s several of those wonderful supporters out there that I have to thank personally as well; ASeaInStorm, Mischa, Gary, Ray, Chris ,Clint, Simon, Steve, Grant, Naill, Kevin, Lex, and Simon thank you all!

Come join my Patreon and you can get exclusive first look at all my works in progress!

https://www.patreon.com/Jezcajiao


Underverse: Brightblade

By Jez Cajiao

A realm aside from our own is the center of the realities, home to every spectrum of magic. From the beautiful to the terrible, it was all held in delicate balance by the Eternal Emperor and his immortal children.
For 10,000 years, the empire was the bastion that protected the sentient races from the darkness, but the revolution, and the War of the Gods has changed all that....
Jax is a pretty regular guy, has a job he tolerates, a girl he kinda, sorta loves...and he fights creatures from the UnderVerse in his sleep, leaving him covered in horrific scars when he wakes up.
When his brother vanishes and five years later he's kidnapped as well, he's given a stark choice by his asshat of a father: Go to the UnderVerse in reality, travel to the capitol of that ruined realm at the center of reality, and open a portal for the Noble Houses to return home...or die. Slowly. That's the good news.
The bad is that he has to survive the arena first, to prove his right to go. Twelve will enter, only one can leave....


Please be aware this is a dark LitRPG Fantasy and contains sexual references, violence and swearing. Ever wondered what would happen when a regular guy ends up in another world getting hunted and having his body torn apart? Yeah...that's why there's a lot of swearing...


Experience a dark fantasy LitRPG, levels, classes, skills and spells. Brutal combat goes hand in hand with terror and exhilaration as Jax finds his place in a new world. The UnderVerse is a weak-to-strong exploration of power, and the responsibilities that should come with it. Set in a world that fans of Dragonlance, D&D and Skyrim will love, this story blends slice-of-life, Gamelit, romance and action with comedy to make a cornerstone LitRPG like no other. 

.

Order on Amazon


Theft of Decks

By Lars Machmuller

When the deck is stacked against you? Change the game!


In the frontier town of Isarn, Chase will never be more than the lowly Darkborn thief he is. Banned from training, banned from acquiring better cards, if the Lightborn had their way, he’d be banned from life itself.


He’s not alone though, and the one thing he and his friends have is determination. Losing a hand to a brutal punishment only fueled his obsession to get access to his own amazing, reality-bending cards.


That is the path to power and a future for them all. Nobody cares where you came from when you’re rich enough. For now, though, they're facing both established powers, churches and age-old prejudices. It’s time to get to work, and if the Lightborn won’t share and play nice?


Sometimes the only way to get dealt a better hand is to steal the whole damn deck! 

Buy on Amazon


Quest Academy

By Brian J. Nordon

A world infested by demons.
An Academy designed to train Heroes to save humanity from annihilation.
A new student’s power could make all the difference.

Humans have been pushed to the brink of extinction by an ever-evolving demonic threat. Portals are opening faster than ever, Towers bursting into the skies and Dungeons being mined below the last safe havens of society. The demons are winning.

Quest Academy stands defiantly against them, as a place to train the next generation of Heroes. The Guild Association is holding the line, but are in dire need of new blood and the powerful abilities they could bring to the battlefront. To be the saviors that humanity needs, they need to surpass the limits of those that came before them.

In a war with everything on the line, every power matters. With an adaptive enemy, comes the need for a constant shift in tactics. A new age of strategy is emerging, with even the unlikeliest of Heroes making an impact.

Salvatore Argento has never seen a demon.
He has never aspired to become a Hero.
Yet his power might be the one to tip the odds in humanity’s favor.

Buy on Amazon


Wandering Warrior

By Michael Head

A divine quest to deliver justice.
One year to accomplish his mission.
After nineteen planets, there’s something different about this one.

James Holden has reached the maximum level there is for a human. That’s perfect, since he’s the only one of his kind. A wandering warrior, without control of his destination, tossed between universes by gods who’ve failed to tell him why. James is the lone Judge on a new world in need of someone to balance the scales. He isn’t afraid to do so with extreme prejudice. As the Chief Justice, he has to right the wrongs the innocent can’t fix themselves.

As James quickly discovers, the roots of corruption run deep. Guilds choose to protect themselves rather than the people. Monsters roam the wilderness unchecked. Judgment is usually a decision between right and wrong, but nothing is ever that simple. This time, being the strongest human won’t be enough to punish the guilty. James might have to recruit some new blood, even if he prefers to work alone.

On his twentieth world, he is going to win, no matter the cost. James will have to find a way to break past the limits of the system if he’s going to have a chance at making a difference.

Buy on Amazon


Knights of Eternity

By Rachel Ní Chuirc

When Zara awoke in chains she thought she’d gone mad.

She was Zara the Fury - mistress of flame and fear. Her name was whispered across the land, from ramshackle taverns to the royal court. Even the heroic Gilded Knights thought twice before crossing her path.

She was feared—respected.

Now she was curled up on a dirt floor on her fiancé's orders. Valerius, leader of the Gilded, mocks her cries for help. And the kingdom is on the brink of war over the missing Lady Eternity…

But that wasn’t why Zara thought she had gone mad.

The reason why is that the last thing she remembered was blood, an arcade screen, and the gun that changed everything.

But no chains can hold the Fury, and when she gets out?
The world is going to burn.

Buy on Amazon


Scarlett Citadel

By Jack Fields

Gormon Hughes is 19, thin as a broom, and has—not for the first time in his life—been swept into the path of trouble. Poor, recently heartbroken, and indebted to the sort of people who file their teeth into needle points and devour wriggling bloated spiders for fun, Hughes sets his sights on salvation.

That salvation is the Scarlet Citadel, a wealthy organization of pageant fighters, monster hunters, and secret keepers. With the aid of strange oracles, rare good fortune, and a unique power that bubbles like champagne in the core of Hughes’ being, he must join the Citadel and advance himself.

But the ladder of progression is harsh and dark. The rungs are slippery.

And falling means disaster…

Buy on Amazon


Facebook and Social Media

If you want to reach out, chat or shoot the shit, you can always find me on either my author page here:

www.facebook.com/JezCajiaoAuthor

OR

We’ve recently set up a new Facebook group to spread the word about cool LitRPG books. It’s dedicated to two very simple rules;

1: Let’s spread the word about new and old brilliant LitRPG books.

2: Don’t be a Dick!

They sound like really simple rules, but you’d be amazed…

Come join us!

https://www.facebook.com/groups/LITRPGLegion

I’m also on Discord here: https://discord.gg/u5JYHscCEH

Or I’m reaching out on other forms of social media atm, I’m just spread a little thin that’s all!

You’re most likely to find me on Discord, but please, don’t be offended when I don’t approve friend requests on my personal Facebook pages. I did originally, and several people abused that, sending messages to my family and being generally unpleasant, hence, the author page:

www.facebook.com/JezCajiaoAuthor

I hope you understand.


Battleforged: Conqueror

By M.H. Johnson

Battleforged: Conqueror

It was time for Eric to show what one man with a few dozen oversized warthogs and an extradimensional storage space can do against an army of bloodthirsty orcs who think the Northeastern United States is already theirs.

Join Eric on a wild ride of non-stop action and deadly peril as he shows the entire world what happens to a Necromancer’s enemies when they dare to threaten the people he loves!

Buy on Amazon


Legion

Okay everybody, if you’ve not yet seen or heard, well, the secret is out! My wife Chrissy, and our friend Geneva and I have launched the Legion Publishers!

We’re taking on new authors, as well as experienced ones, focusing primarily on the LitRPG side of things, but we’re open to anything really, with one very clear rule that guides our company:

Don’t be a dick.

That’s it. Our contracts aren’t hidden behind layers of legalese, you can find them here:

https://www.legionpublishers.com/legioncontract

If you want to reach out and ask any questions, get an idea of the support we offer, and possibly become part of the family? We’d love to hear from you, just tap the link and fill in the form:

https://www.legionpublishers.com/contact-and-submissions

Hope you’re having a good one!

-Jez, Chrissy and Geneva


Recommendations

I’m often asked for personal recommendations, so if this book has whetted your appetite for more LitRPG, please have a look at the following, these are brilliant series by brilliant authors!

The Ten Realms by Michael Chatfield

The Land by Aleron Kong

Challengers Call by Nathan A. Thompson

Quest Academy by Brian J. Nordon

Wandering Warrior by Michael Head

Endless Online by M H Johnson

The Good Guys/Bad Guys by Eric Ugland

God of the Feast by Kevin Sinclair

The Wayward Bard by Lars Machmüller


LITRPG!

To learn more about LitRPG, talk to other authors including myself, and to just have an awesome time, please join the LitRPG Group

www.facebook.com/groups/LitRPGGroup


Facebook

There’s also a few really active Facebook groups I’d recommend you join, as you’ll get to hear about great new books, new releases and interact with all your (new) favorite authors! (I may also be there, skulking at the back and enjoying the memes…)

https://www.facebook.com/groups/LitRPGlegion/

https://www.facebook.com/groups/GamelitSociety

https://www.facebook.com/groups/LitRPG.books

https://www.facebook.com/groups/LitRPGforum/
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