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      I woke up to one soft, warm body in front of me and one behind me. Beatrix gently stroked my ear with one of her tentacles. Yaltu was pushed up close under my arm. I knew it was her without moving or opening my eyes because of her scent. Maybe it was pheromones, maybe it was just her. I was glad to be alive, even if all three of us were lying on a thin blanket on the hard ground with nothing more than a light sheet, damp from the fog.

      A gentle breeze played across the surface of the nearby lake, making little waves splash against the shore. Small bug-like creatures danced in the air. I absently wondered how many Skrew had eaten.

      I could have stayed there all day, but we needed to keep moving. We were, after all, responsible for destroying large sections of a major city, Brazud. The dragons had probably done immense damage to the infrastructure and buildings, and we were the ones who’d turned them loose.

      I didn’t feel bad about it, though. Not even a little. The dragons had been subjected to a kind of torture I couldn’t even imagine. They’d been implanted with tech used to control their minds and their actions. It wasn’t done professionally either—not even close. The implant points had still been oozing blood when the dragons fought in the arena against Reaver, Beatrix, and me. The mighty creatures were in pain and couldn’t do anything about it. Until we set them free.

      The citizens of Brazud had a lot to worry about without coming to look for us, though. Many, if not most, of their guards had been killed in the battles and skirmishes throughout the city. I didn’t see any fires when we left, but it wouldn't have surprised me if there were some now. They had power, and when electricity met brute force, dragon teeth, and crashing hoverships, fires were bound to break out. In fact, at that moment, I thought I could smell smoke—and we had to be at least six miles away. 

      Yaltu stirred, turned her head, and kissed my neck. Her lips on my skin sent shivers down my spine. Beatrix’s long fingers stroked my chest a couple times before she sat up and stretched. She’d wanted to reward me for rescuing her from the arena, and I’d been all too happy to oblige. 

      I’d changed a lot since first earning the name Paladin, and even more since arriving on this planet, which Yaltu in the post-reward calm of our makeshift bed had said was called Druma. Gone was my vow of approximate celibacy, and I now found myself with three beautiful women. And there was another elsewhere on the planet: Enra the Ish-Nul woman. I intended on reuniting with her. I at least wanted to give her the chance to join me, or say goodbye if she chose to stay behind when we left Druma.

      I sat up, my head still-groggy, and discovered the smoke wasn’t coming from Brazud. Reaver was cooking meat, skewered on sticks over a small fire. She chewed on the purple fruit Yaltu was fond of, and there was more on a small stack of wide leaves she was using as plates.

      “Just in time.” She tossed a piece of the local fruit to me. “Breakfast is almost ready.”

      “Thanks.” I bit into the sweet fruit. I tore the flesh free and leaned forward to keep the juice from running down my entire front. I chewed a few more times, with a question on my mind that I couldn’t ask until I swallowed.

      “What’s this?” I pointed to the meat on the sticks. “You finally had enough of Skrew’s shenanigans?”

      She looked where I was pointing and scowled. “I wouldn't eat him! He’s probably nothing but gristle. Plus, with what he eats, he’d be gamy and gross.”

      “And he’s a member of the team,” I added with a smile.

      Reaver rolled her eyes and chuckled. “Yeah, he is.”

      Beatrix got up and sat down near the fire. “Good morning.” She looked at me. “You made me feel things I have never felt before.” 

      I smiled. “Can’t say I’ve ever slept with a tentacled woman before.” 

      “There’s a first time for everything,” Reaver said with a wink. “I sent Skrew looking for more fruit, mostly to keep him busy. He wanted to scold all of us for… well… last night. So, he’s out doing something useful.”

      “Last night?” Yaltu asked as she walked up. “Whatever do you mean?” She made a show of grabbing my ass. I must have made a surprised expression because all three women giggled. Even from two badass Void-touched warriors and a dragon tamer, it was adorable.

      Yaltu stopped laughing and pointed to our left. Skew was emerging from the woods, all four of his arms burdened with fruits, some royal purple like the one Reaver had given me, others shades of red and yellow.

      “Oh, poor thing,” Yaltu said. “Some of those aren’t ripe and won’t be for several more days. I’ll go help him.”

      A moment later, Skrew was back at camp and had dumped all the fruit he was carrying across the big leaves Reaver had set out, much to her annoyance.

      “Jacob was awesome!” he breathed. “Jacob kill king of Brazud. Smash to ground!” He shoved a small red fruit in his mouth and chewed vigorously for no more than a second before his face twisted into a knot.

      “What is the matter?” Beatrix asked him, grinning mischievously. “A little bitter?”

      Skrew tried to smile as he nodded slowly and pushed the half-chewed fruit out of his mouth.

      “You have to wait until they’re purple,” Reaver said, laughing.

      Everyone joined her, but Yaltu stifled her giggle and covered her mouth. She was definitely the nicest one of us. Skrew took the joke well, though.

      “Here.” Reaver tossed him a plump, purple one. “This one should taste better. And there’s meat ready whenever you are.”

      Skrew didn’t waste any time. He shoved the fruit in his big mouth, almost hiding it completely from view, and snatched a stick from the fire. Skewered on it were five chunks of roasted meat, charred at the edges and cleanly cooked. He chewed slowly, turning the stick in front of his face while the juices dripped by and onto his feet.

      I squatted down and examined the double-bladed scepter I’d taken from King Demetrios. With my sword, Ebon, I didn’t need it. I’d already given it a name: Clarent. It was made of the same Void-black material as Ebon. 

      I looked at Reaver and wondered whether she’d like the scepter. She still had the sabers she’d taken from the wagon in the arena, but one of them was broken. Clarent would be a whole lot more useful to her than a single saber. Moreover, she was accustomed to using close-combat weapons, like the MSM vibro-blade. 

      “I took this from Demetrios,” I said, offering the weapon to her. “I think you might like it.”

      “Would I ever?” She grinned as she explored the weapon with her eyes and hands.

      I picked up a stick and took a bite. The meat was tender and familiar.

      “This is good,” I said around a big mouthful of meat. “What is it?”

      “You sure you want to know?” Reaver asked.

      I nodded. 

      “It’s this big bug I found before I was captured,” she continued. “It looks like a giant centipede. Lives in the water. Ambushes you when you get too close.”

      “Steakapede,” I said. “That’s what I call them, and yes, they are delicious!”

      “Water snakes,” Yaltu said around her own mouthful. “That’s what some call them. Others say they’re the souls of those who died a dishonorable death. The Kakul believe they’re the mother species from which theirs descended.”

      Kakul were short, frog-like creatures. I’d encountered some when I first entered Brazud. Though I didn’t have more than a minute’s experience with them, they seemed to be bad drivers, rude, pugnacious, and probably as dangerous as a rusty butter knife when they weren’t piloting a two-ton hovership. The thought of the steakapede as their ancestor made me wonder how smart they were as well. Well, if they tasted anything near as good as this, perhaps there was some use for these Kakul after all. I chuckled, knowing I’d never even consider eating any creature that could speak to me, even if it was only to curse at me.

      Reaver had gone back to inspecting Clarent. She suddenly passed it to Beatrix, who pointed at the activation button and handed it back to her. Then, Reaver held it above her head, pressed the button, and gasped when the blades unfolded. She shot me a look that could only mean one thing: Awesome!

      We’d never trained with the exact type of weapon Reaver held in her hands. But it wouldn’t take her long to figure it out. She picked up the saber that wasn’t broken and a scabbard from the dirt next to her and gave them to Yaltu, who accepted them with a big smile of her own.

      Yaltu wasn’t a warrior, but that didn’t mean she had to be unarmed. Plus, the slender blade seemed to match her personality and style. I was glad both of them were happy with the arrangement.

      We’d left our firearms behind because, without more ammunition, they were little more than glorified clubs. Then we’d be carrying around the heavy, cumbersome things for nothing. I doubted we’d be able to refill them too. The only places I’d found firearms up to now was in Brazud and the vrak Refinery. 

      Skrew swallowed, slipped the remaining food off his stick with his other three hands, and gasped. He bounced the too-hot chunks of meat from hand to hand. 

      “Jacob sworded the king, yes?” he asked.

      I nodded. 

      “Jacob is hero! Jacob fight! Zap—zap—Pew!” He danced around, occasionally nibbling his food as he reenacted the scenes. They were totally inaccurate portrayals coming from an overactive imagination, since he hadn’t actually been there. When he had completed his performance, he licked most of the meat juices off an empty hand and feigned grabbing his heart before falling over onto his back.

      “King died like?” He peeked at me from one squinted eye.

      “Not exactly,” I said. “But it’s a fair approximation.” 

      I stood and walked a few yards to the lake, gesturing to Skrew to follow me. He hadn’t filled me in on what had happened while I was busy fighting Demetrios yet. If his descriptions were accurate, which I doubted, it sounded like they’d killed hundreds of guards, and he’d been responsible for most of the kills.

      When I knelt down on the bank, reached into the lake, and splashed water in my face, a tickle and pull at my neck reminded me of the artifact I’d won from Shesh, one of Yaltu’s people. He’d named it Spirit-Watcher. Shesh had been on a hunt with his group, and when they’d caught Skrew, I’d been forced to defend him. I’d spared Shesh’s life, and in return, he’d given me the black, crescent-shaped artifact. When you looked through it, the item showed the world in far more detail. It was almost like a visor you might find on a helmet. 

      What Shesh considered to be the spirit world was basically a heads-up display. It would show everything, literally everything, about whatever the wearer was looking at—even the pollen count in the air. But there was so much information, it clouded my ability to concentrate on any one thing. 

      I tucked the tech back under my shirt. It wasn’t useful to me, but I had a strong sense that it would be useful to someone.

      When we returned to the others, Skrew continued to act out the battles.

      “Skrew helped big!” he said, looking to Reaver for confirmation.

      She nodded and smiled, which only seemed to encourage his antics.

      “Skrew knows how to shoot big, big gun! Shoot the bad guard. Then, other bad guard. Then, guard running away.” He proceeded to make energy-weapon noises. At least, I thought they were the sounds of energy weapons. They also resembled a bird being beaten against a rock. The last utterance he made, though, reminded me of a plasma weapon discharging, including the hiss of it hitting wet dirt. It was eerie how accurate the sound was. I turned to him, impressed, until I realized it had been real energy-weapon fire.

      I drew my sword, ready to lop a head off, and was surprised to see a line of armed vrak emerging from the woods. There had to be almost two dozen of them. In the center of their line sat the fattest vrak I’d ever seen. He was sitting on a kind of rickshaw. On his head was something resembling a crown, but it was made of scrap metal rather than gold.

      “Drop weapons!” a guard ordered. “This here new king of Brazud! Drop weapons! Kneel to king!”

      Another one already? 

      If the fires had gone out, the king’s body might be cold, but with all the chaos going on, I didn’t think they would have had time to elect a new king. Then I remembered what Yaltu had said. There would be a fight for power; but could someone already have reigned victorious? And could that someone truly be an overweight vrak with a scrap metal crown? He was a far cry from Demetrios, that was for sure. 

      Still, I didn’t understand much about monarchies. Kings weren’t elected. They didn’t have a run-up, with debates, endless media coverage, or rallies. They just assumed power and poof, they were king.

      While having a ruler could stabilize a population and give everyone rules to live by, I had no doubt that if the fat vrak was left unchecked, he’d turn out to be another Demetrios. Well, maybe nowhere near as powerful, but still a real asshole. 

      The last thing the people of Brazud needed was another cruel dictator. It was time to put the vrak in his place.

      “King has come for the Jacob!” said the vrak guard. “Wishes for the Jacob to kneel and serve him!”

      He knew my name? It seemed my antics in the arena and the rest of Brazud had drawn the new king’s attention. 

      Skrew gasped and looked to me. I shook my head curtly, but he turned away and started to move as if he was going to kneel. I didn’t blame him. Not with 20 energy weapons pointed in his direction.

      Reaver glanced at me. The confusion on her face told me loud and clear what she was thinking. Is this idiot for real?

      Beatrix, however, outright laughed, then snorted, then laughed at her snort. She wasn’t worried at all. The fingers on her right hand flexed and relaxed. She was ready to smash heads with her glowing hammer.

      Yaltu remained silent, her face blank. If she was worried, she didn’t show it.

      I didn’t have time for nonsense. I needed to get the ones I cared for out of harm’s way. And I couldn’t leave Brazud in the hands of another wicked ruler, even if he was too round to do anything himself. He could, and likely would, order others to do the dirty work while he basked in his own glory. 

      No, I decided, this ends now. But I don’t have to kill him.

      I quickly formed a plan and proceeded to execute it. 

      “Sierra,” I whispered to Reaver.

      She looked down at her scepter and frowned. She was probably wondering how she’d accomplish such a feat with her new weapon. But then, she looked up to me, nodded, and slowly pulled it out of her waistband without deploying the blades. She didn’t want to activate the weapons and scare the enemy into firing. It wasn’t ideal, but she could still use the two-and-a-half-foot silver scepter to inflict some blunt-force trauma. 

      Beatrix’s crackling hammer drew my attention.

      “Try not to kill them,” I whispered from the corner of my mouth. “I have a plan.”

      I heard a click, and the crackling stopped. Her weapon would be far more effective as a blunt instrument than Reaver’s, but she’d also have to concentrate harder to avoid killing any of the guards. If they all lived, the chances of my plan working would improve. For each that died, the chances diminished.

      “How about you drop your weapons!” I yelled at the vrak guards.

      They glanced at each other, confused expressions under their simple helmets. Obviously, they’d expected to be obeyed, yet two humans, a woman with tentacles for hair, a fellow vrak, and a human-like lizard-woman were just standing there, not kneeling and not trying to run away. It seemed to drain the bravado right out of them.

      “No!” a guard said. “King say you drop weapons. Do, or get many shot!”

      “No,” I said.

      The guard’s expression became befuddled, and he shuffled sideways from his position near the left end of the line to the fat vrak in the rickshaw. They whispered for a moment before the guard turned back to us. He stepped forward and covered half the 15-yard distance between us, a grim look on his face. Then, he opened his mouth to speak, his rifle raised in my direction.

      Clang!

      A rock about the size of my fist bounced off his helmet. The guard crumpled to the ground like a canvas sack filled with rocks.

      “He’ll live,” Reaver said with a wicked grin. 

      And the fight was on.

      Two guards targeted me, but I already had Ebon out of its scabbard. Energy blasts hit the blade and vanished. If the guards noticed or were surprised, they didn’t show it. Instead, they kept firing.

      I closed the distance quickly, and as I did, their eyes grew bigger and bigger. When I was close enough, I smacked the first one on the side of his helmet with the flat of my blade, and he fell to the ground unconscious. 

      “Do not kill the Jacob!” the king screamed at his guards. “Must live and fight for new king!” 

      The second enemy turned to run, but he was still close enough for me to crack him on the top of his helmet. The loud gong from the impact probably deafened him. He went down hard, right on his face. He’d have a mouth full of dirt and weeds when he woke up but at least he’d live to see tomorrow. 

      A few feet to my right, Beatrix clobbered a guard hard enough to dent his helmet. I wasn’t sure if he’d make it out of the fight or not, but her hammer wasn’t glowing, so she was giving our enemies a chance to live. Her second opponent fired his rifle and winged her in the hip. That earned him a not-so-soft kick to the groin, and he squealed before passing out.

      “You okay?” I asked.

      “It’s just a scratch,” she assured me before she dove to one side to avoid another energy bolt.

      Skrew had found a big stick somewhere and was standing in front of Yaltu, brandishing it like he was ready to clobber someone. Not for the first time, I was grateful I’d rescued him from slavery and certain death. The little bastard had spirit.

      “Capture the Jacob!” the would-be king bellowed as he pointed at me.

      He wasn’t paying attention to Reaver, who was battering her way through his troops with two helmets, one in each hand. Every swing of her arm resulted in the sharp, metallic noise of helmets crashing together at high velocity. Guards staggered left and right, and every time they brought a weapon up, she batted it aside before giving them another whack to the brain-bucket.

      Four of her opponents ran for it but made the mistake of fleeing toward me. One fired a shot in my general direction. When Ebon intercepted the angry hyphen of energy, the bolt disappeared, absorbed by the Void-tech weapon. A vrak tried to run past me, but I caught him by his nose, picked him up by his face, and slammed him into the ground. He started snoring almost immediately.

      The second guard tried to slam on the brakes, slipped, and ended up at my feet. He smiled sheepishly, and I smiled back before I slapped the side of his helmet and knocked him out cold.

      I heard Yaltu yelp and turned to see two vrak closing in on her and Skrew. The vrak were unarmed, but they were strong, and I wasn’t sure Skrew, a stick, and the gentle dragon-tamer with a glorified firepoker could fight them off.

      I quickly searched the ground, selected a fist-sized rock, took aim, and chucked. The projectile arced through the air, hit the first guard slightly left of center on his helmet, ricocheted, and hit the other right below his pointed ear. 

      The first guard went to his knees but didn’t go all the way down until Skrew jumped on his head and started pommeling him with tiny fists. 

      “Take that!” he said as he punched. “And that!” 

      Skrew continued to pepper the vrak, who I was sure had been unconscious from the moment my rock had struck him. 

      With all the guards down, the last opponent I needed to deal with was the king.

      The fat vrak cowered into the back of the rickshaw as if he could somehow force his way through the fabric and metal and disappear from sight. 

      “Look at me!” I growled. The king tried to cower even deeper but only managed to curl himself a little further into the fetal position.

      “I said look at me!”

      He did, with one watery eye. “Please no kill. Please, no.”

      “He can kill dumb not-king,” Skrew added helpfully. “He kill Dummytrios. Kill him dead. I say he kill you too. Maybe he pull legs off and eat. Maybe he like vrak-meat.” Skrew crossed his arms, satisfied with his own logic.

      I leaned in toward the shivering king. “What is your name?”

      “Is called Graggle,” he said.

      “And why do you think you’re the king?”

      Graggle shrugged. “Nobody else king. Demetrios dead. Someone to be king. So, Graggle say he king now.” He paused and squinted at me. “But maybe Graggle not king?”

      “Maybe not,” I agreed, doing my best to keep an angry expression on my face. I wasn’t sure if the alien knew what an angry human looked like, but he seemed to. He was just a charlatan who’d managed to convince over 20 vrak to serve him—he wasn’t doing too badly, all things considered.

      “Maybe you king, strong human?” Graggle asked me. “You kill Demetrios, so you king now?”

      I considered the question. I didn’t want to be king; I wanted to find the rest of my crew and my Marines. But I didn’t want to leave a power vacuum for some warlord to exploit either.

      “Graggle heard how king die,” Graggle continued, “but Graggle did not see. Graggle was in prison.”

      I glanced down at the vrak’s round belly. “You’re awfully round for being in prison. How long were you there?”

      “Seven horrible long cycles,” the vrak said.

      “And what did you do to get thrown in prison?”

      Graggle let out a deep, shuddering sigh. “Did sell Ish-Nul and Kakul slaves for king. But not all sold.”

      He closed his eyes in shame, and I tried to keep my fury at bay. Hearing that he was a slaver made me want to jettison my plan in favor of a swift execution. 

      “What do you mean you didn’t sell all of them?” I managed to say through gritted teeth. 

      He kept his eyes closed and raised a hand as if to ward off the lethal blow he was certain was incoming.

      “Did set some free,” he whimpered. “Not like to make slave. Not like to sell. But need eat, yes? Did set free and make big lie. Said slave died, but they not.”

      I wanted to send my fist through his head and out the other side. I wanted to roll him up in a ball and toss him into the middle of the lake. I wanted him dead, and I wanted it badly.

       It was difficult, but I refocused my attention on the present situation. My head was filled with the image of a woman in chains—Enra, the woman I’d rescued from a vrak slaver named Cobble. The image swirling through my mind only fanned my battle-lust.

      “If you didn’t like slavery, why didn’t you find something else to do?” I asked.

      “Not can do else.”

      Graggle pointed to his feet. They were hidden inside soft-looking gray slippers. I stared at them for a moment and wondered if he was trying to tell me he was too soft and pampered to do anything other than sit on his ass. He quickly pulled one of his slippers off, and I understood.

      Where his feet should have been, were pink, bulbous scars. Either his feet had been cut off, or, more likely given the shape of the scars, they’d been chewed off by some kind of creature. 

      He was right. There wasn’t a lot he could do other than talk and use his mind. Not without someone to build him some artificial feet, and I hadn’t met many altruistic folks on this planet. 

      But it was clear as day what I had to do. I needed to get to the Ish-Nul. I needed to see if Enra was okay. 

      Guilt and worry warred for dominance inside my heart. But I still had to handle Graggle. He said he was king, and he seemed to have the other vrak under his sway. If he was truly capable of leading a large group of vrak soldiers, maybe he could also lead the others who lived in Brazud. 

      Except I didn’t want to feed his ambitions. Making him a king would only serve to fertilize the germinating seed of corruption within him. 

      “You were right,” I said to Graggle, “I am the new king of Brazud.”

      I looked at Yaltu, expecting her to protest, but she was smiling. Her father had been the leader of Brazud before Demetrios, and her lineage meant she was the rightful ruler. The look on her face confirmed my suspicion that she had no interest in ruling.

      I returned my attention to the cowering vrak. “Go back to my city and tell the others that King Jacob has assigned you as his sheriff. Do you know what a sheriff is?”

      Graggle nodded.

      “These vrak will be your deputies.” I gestured at the aliens in various states of unconsciousness on the ground. “You will bring peace to the city by enacting and enforcing my laws. The most important law is that there are to be no more slaves. All slaves are to be set free. And there will be no more executions until I return and appoint judges. Hire workers to rebuild the wall and the buildings. Pay them a fair wage out of the king’s treasury.” I paused. “I have a treasury, don’t I?”

      Graggle nodded.

      “And make statue to Jacob!” Skrew shook a finger in Graggle’s face. “And bowl of fruit—purple, not red—for to eat. Red is not for eat. Purple is for eat. Red is bad. And cheese. And shiny, new hammer for to make birdhouse! And—”

      I cut Skrew off with a hard glance. He pressed his lips together tightly.

      I noticed a few of the guards beginning to stir. They looked around in confusion, then fear, then confusion again. They were probably wondering why they were still alive.

      Graggle nodded. “If the people not listen?”

      I sighed. I hoped it wouldn't come to that, but if it did… 

      “Then, you make them listen.”

      I understood that sometimes force was necessary to rule. I didn’t have to be entirely comfortable with it, but I took pride in my grasp of the reality of politics.

      “No kill Graggle?” he asked.

      “No kill Graggle,” I confirmed. “You are my sheriff now. Do you understand?”

      He nodded and slowly uncurled from the fetal position as I took a step back and turned away from him.

      “Oh, just one thing,” I said as I turned back around. “If you betray me—if you treat the people like Demetrios treated them, or if you don’t free every single slave in the city—I’ll cut your head off and use your skull as a soup bowl. My personal soup bowl. Do you understand?”

      I didn’t know vrak could blanche until Graggle did.

      He nodded vigorously. “Graggle will do. Graggle will free. Graggle honored.”

      He bowed his head, and the guards behind him whispered among themselves. Most of them were standing. They looked at their opponents—warriors who had spared their lives—to their king, and back again, unsure of what they should do next.

      “Hail!” Graggle bellowed. “King Jacob! King of Brazud!”

      The guards stared at me for several seconds before one of them kneeled. A second later, the rest followed suit.

      “Do not kneel,” I told them. “You’re not slaves anymore. You are free.” I stopped when I realized I’d just made myself the ruler of a monarchy, and kneeling was the kind of thing subjects did to a king. But I wasn’t really King, nor did I want to rule Brazud, so I decided to let it slide.

      The guards stood and gave each other haunted looks. Deep down they probably thought they weren’t really free. And they didn’t seem sure what to do with their freedom.

      “Fill them in,” I said to Graggle. “I have somewhere to be. And the city had better be in good shape when I get back.”

      “Graggle will obey.” He offered me another bow.

      Then, he began counting items on his fingers: “Graggle will fix town. Make pretty. Free slaves. Find fruit. Make statue. Many cheese.”

      I opened my mouth to protest the last few items he ticked off… but I did love some good cheese.
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      The woods began to thin as we traveled further north toward the Ish-Nul village. Enra and her people had been through a lot. With all the trouble I’d caused recently, I wanted to ensure they weren’t the beneficiaries of the revenge I expected.

      The culture of slavery had become integral to the entire population of Druma, even for those who didn’t support it. And the Ish-Nul, the most noble of all the people I’d met, had been subjected to more than their fair share of hostility. 

      Where the landscape had become rocky during winter, colorful saplings were sprouting from cracks in rocks and even seemed to grow from thin air.

      The seasons shifted rapidly on this planet, and one that approximated spring had awoken. 

      What I’d thought were the airborne seeds of something analogous to dandelions became distinctly different when I attempted to brush one away from my face. The thing flexed, fluttered, and worked hard to escape. It curled and twisted through the air before it was captured by a breeze and vanished from sight.

      The same breeze brought dozens more across my path. I didn’t see any fangs, stingers, or other indication they might be a threat, but they were new to me, as were the strange flowers. Some flowers hummed when I got close. Others curled into woody spheres and rolled a few inches before sprouting again as they tried to avoid being stepped on. 

      A few moments later, when another swarm of the fluffy not-seed things drifted past, Yaltu made it clear they weren’t a threat by batting them away from her face. Skrew confirmed it by picking them out of the air and eating them. He ate a lot of things I wasn’t interested in trying.

      Beatrix, Reaver, and I had no problem with the altitude, but Yaltu and Skrew struggled. Both were unable to keep up with our rapid pace, so we slowed a bit. We ate what Reaver and I killed, but our diet was mostly seeds, bird eggs, and wrinkled animals Yaltu called shiggits.

      Shiggits weren’t much to look at. They resembled rabbits, if you crossed them with an old man’s saggy ass, added fur, an extra eye on one side, and fangs where cute carrot-nibbling teeth should have been. On top of that, they didn’t have much meat. But what they did have tasted good. Skrew, never the picky eater, gobbled them up like he’d been eating them all his life. He ate the parts the rest of us rejected, too.

      Their fur was soft and smelled of fresh hay. Yaltu spoiled Reaver’s dreams of turning the furs into clothing, though, by informing her that it was far too thin and went bad too quickly to make anything out of it. 

      As we progressed through the spring landscape, I thought of Enra and her people. The last time I’d visited them, my first impression was of power. They had caught a fish the size of a Marine barracks back home on Mars. If properly preserved, I was certain it would last the village a year, probably longer.

      “I didn’t know there were humans here until I was forced into the arena,” Reaver said as we marched north. “I’ve never heard of the Ish-Nul. How many are there?”

      “I’m not sure, and not just because some of them have been taken. I’d say at least 60, though. It’s a small village, but they’re efficient. You have to be when you live on rocky ground that’s difficult to farm. The ground up here is probably frozen most of the year and though there’s plenty of meat, vegetables are in short supply.”

      “You seem to know a lot about them.”

      “The first kind face I met on Druma was an Ish-Nul woman. She brought me back to her people and showed me their ways.” 

      “Skrew first kind face,” Skrew interjected.

      “Like I said, the woman I saved was the first kind face I encountered.” I gave Skrew a playful shove, and he skittered along the ground before glaring at me. 

      “They don’t see the outside world much,” I continued. “They trade when they need to but pretty much keep to themselves. I think if they had a choice, they’d rather live where the ground is better for farming. But up here, they get their privacy, they aren’t as easy to attack, and bandits have a hard time reaching them.”

      The landscape began to look more familiar. I wasn’t completely certain we were heading directly for the Ish-Nul, but I knew we were on the right path. I also knew that if we had to, we could walk along the beach and be sure not to miss the village.

      “Took you long enough,” a deep voice suddenly said from the darkness of the woods to our right.

      I drew Ebon, cursing myself for allowing an opponent to get so close unnoticed. Beatrix took a position behind me, while Reaver pulled Yaltu and Skrew into the center of our defensive formation.

      A movement to my right drew my attention, and I watched carefully as a tall, hairy shape emerged into the moonlight. It resembled a bear, but its fur was multi-colored and appeared to be multi-textured as well. 

      I sheathed Ebon and grinned. The women surrounding me didn’t put away their weapons until I gripped the man’s hand and hugged him. 

      “Timo-Ran,” I said after we parted. “It’s good to see you. You do realize you didn’t surprise me.”

      The hairy man laughed. “You were surprised,” he said from somewhere deep within the fur.

      “Nope,” I said as the women looked on with confused expressions. “But if you took a bath once in a while, maybe you could sneak up on something, like a rock… or a tree, maybe.”

      I paused while the big man roared with laughter.

      “How are you, friend?” I asked.

      Enra’s large cousin leaned back, a stern look in his eye. “I think what you really want to know is how Enra’s doing.”

      A hint of a smile showed itself through his long beard. His furs made him look as large as a bear, but even while wearing nothing but a leather tunic, he dwarfed every other man I’d ever seen. 

      I smiled. “Well? Is she here?”

      My heart stopped for a moment when I considered what answer he might give. Had she been taken again? 

      Thankfully, Timo-Ran nodded. “She’s good.” He frowned. “But not all of us are.”

      His gaze darted to several spots behind me. I turned and introduced him to Reaver, Beatrix, Yaltu, and Skrew. 

      Timo-Ran leaned in close. “You travel with a slaver?” he whispered in my ear. “Are you slaves? I could kill him now.”

      “No,” I said. “His name is Skrew, and as far as I know, he was never a slaver.”

      “No, never never,” Skrew said.

      Timo-Ran sneered at the vrak. “The Ish-Nul will have a difficult time accepting him into the village,” he warned. “Your words will convince them, but they may never trust… Skrew. We were attacked soon after you left.”

      “By who?” I asked, feeling my anger boil.

      “We were felling trees in the forest when a party of vrak raiders stole several of our people and took them away. Thank the Dark Ones that we found some of them soon after. The evildoers suffered greatly for their sins.”

      “I’m glad you were able to get your people back,” I said.

      “But not all of them. Two died on the journey back. They fought something in the forest. They killed it, but their injuries were too severe. The priestess is still gone, or she might have been able to save them.”

      I hadn’t known the Ish-Nul had a priestess. In ancient Earth cultures, the priestess had always held a position of power. I was interested in learning more about her, but there was time for that later.

      “In the meantime,” I said, eager to seek out Enra, “I can vouch for Skrew. He’s been a loyal companion. If he wanted me dead, he’s had plenty of opportunities to try. But he’s never harmed me or any of my companions. I could leave him in the woods if I need to, but I’d rather bring him with us. He has earned my respect and my trust.”

      I meant what I’d said to Timo-Ran; Skrew had earned my trust, even if I still wanted to strangle him sometimes.

      Timo-Ran stared at the vrak for another long moment before turning back to me. He laid a hand on my left shoulder and offered me a small smile. “If you vouch for him, then I’ll personally guarantee his safety. But I can’t personally guarantee yours, brother.”

      “What do you mean?”

      Timo-Ran’s smile broadened, and his eyes twinkled. “Enra refuses to be with any other man. It’s unusual for our women not to venture to the other villages and make sons, but she swore never to sleep with another. This made me sad because I wanted little cousins. But you’ve returned. She’ll be overflowing with joy. The kind of feminine joy that could make a man’s balls shrivel like a sundried fruit. Because of…” He paused and nudged me in the ribs before his voice dropped to a whisper. “Because of the fucking, you see?”

      He burst into laughter, and I couldn’t help feeling a little creeped out by a man who saw no issue with joking about another man having sex with his cousin. 

      Apparently, Timo-Ran hadn’t whispered quietly enough, because I heard Skrew gagging behind me. Yaltu, Beatrix, and Reaver trailed closely behind us but didn’t say anything. 

      “Tell me of your women.” Timo-Ran appeared curious, but not lustful.

      “Reaver arrived on this planet like I did,” I explained. “She’s from my team back on Mars. I trained her to be a warrior, and she’s one of the best I’ve ever seen.”

      “And the muscular one?” he asked.

      “That’s Beatrix. I don’t know everything about her, but I fought against her in the arena. She’s also among the best I’ve ever seen.” I considered saying she was the second best, but I didn’t want to create any kind of competition between the two women since they seemed to be getting along so well. 

      “She’s a gladiator?” Timo-Ran’s eyebrows climbed up his forehead.

      “Yeah, but now she’s with me. I trust her.”

      Timo-Ran nodded thoughtfully and stroked his beard. “Then, so do I.”

      Skrew lagged behind, picking things off of bushes and shoving them in his mouth to see if they were food. He chewed the things for a moment and almost always spit them out with sounds of disgust.

      “I’m curious about the scaled one,” Timo-Ran said.

      “We’re curious about you as well.” Yaltu obviously didn’t like being spoken about when she was within earshot. 

      “I’m a warrior of the Ish-Nul,” Timo-Ran explained. “My people live here in the mountains. It’s a difficult life, but one we enjoy. We kill animals, especially fish, and eat well. We farm when we can and hunt when we can’t. We also make the best mead on the planet. We travel far to find the sweet nectar for our drink, but when it’s done, it tastes like sunshine.”

      Reaver stared straight ahead and sighed deeply. She probably hadn’t had a good drink since we’d left on our ill-fated mission to destroy the population of a Xeno-controlled planet. 

      Mead was sounding good to me, too.

      “The last time I saw Jacob,” Timo-Ran continued, “he’d just slain a dragon that was attacking our village. You should have seen him. He ripped the monster apart with his bare hands and an ax. It was a glorious sight. In fact, that’s where Jacob got his sword. He pulled it from the very belly of the monster.”

      I looked at Yaltu. She’d heard every word and looked a little sad, so I gently laid my arm over her shoulder.

      “I’m sorry you had to hear that,” I said.

      “It’s all right,” she assured me as she placed a soft hand over my own. “Pedaloth was not herself. She was being controlled. It was best that she was relieved of her sufferings. And it was good that you saved these people.”

      Timo-Ran met my eyes, saw what I was doing, put one and one together, and quickly changed the subject. He talked about his favorite food, his favorite flowers, and his favorite time of the year, until we crested the last hill and torches, single-storey wooden homes, and small garden plots came into view.

      The Ish-Nul village was how I’d remembered it. Low buildings with sloped roofs made entirely of wood had been thrown up wherever flat, rock-free land could be found. To the east and north, the land was barren, but a cool breeze blew off the ocean. 

      To the west and the south, the forest stretched as far as the moonlight could reveal. The air was crisp and smelled of hearth fires and cooking food. My stomach growled but didn’t seem as loud as my pounding heart. I looked forward to seeing Enra again.

      An older woman walked toward us, keeping a wary eye on the vrak. I recognized her from the last time I’d been in the village. She pointed at Skrew and wore a concerned expression as she spoke quietly with Timo-Ran. They spoke for a moment, and in the end, the woman’s face relaxed. Seeming satisfied with his answer, she excitedly asked him another question, then approached me.

      “Jacob?” she asked.

      “Yes,” I said.

      No sooner had I confirmed who I was than the gray-haired woman pivoted and ran to a smaller home nearby. She tried to open the door, but it was barred, so she pounded on it with her small fist.

      The door opened, and a beautiful face peeked out.

      “What is it?” Enra asked.

      The older woman whispered and pointed in my direction.

      Enra leaned out, made eye contact with me, and started to cry as she brushed past the woman and ran. Her tightly braided hair glowed in the moonlight, and her soft skin nearly matched it. I also broke into a run, caught her in my arms, and lifted her from the ground. We kissed, laughed, and embraced for several minutes before I put her down again.

      “What took you so long?” She wore a wry smile as she held onto me. “I’m glad you’ve returned.”

      “I’m glad, too.”

      Enra wrapped both her hands around the back of my head and drew me close. I thought she was going to kiss me again until she leaned her head to one side and whispered in my ear.

      “I’m told you brought a slaver with you. Is this true?”

      “He is a vrak,” I whispered, “but he is not a slaver. He’s never been a slaver. He’s my friend, and I trust him.”

      “Are you sure? The slavers lie, Jacob. They are tricky. Are you sure you can trust him?”

      “I’m sure.”

      She loosened her hold and leaned back far enough to look me directly in the eyes. “Since you trust him, I will trust him. What is his name?”

      “Skrew.”

      “And the others?”

      “They are Yaltu, Beatrix, and Reaver. Reaver is part of my team, I told you about her, how I wanted to find her. She’s from my planet, and we think there are more of us on this planet.”

      I wasn’t sure how the meeting would go. Some women could be jealous of others, but when Enra introduced herself and gave and received hugs from the other women, I knew everything was going to be fine.

      Soon, one, then two, then five heads popped out of other doorways. More women from the village poured out of nearby buildings. After being reassured that Skrew was harmless, they gathered around Yaltu, Reaver, and Beatrix, who seemed the least comfortable of the three.

      The women were curious about her tentacle hair, her armor, and here muscular form. They wanted to touch everything. She smiled, but besides showing her teeth, the expression didn’t travel past her lips. When she turned to me and saw my genuine smile, she frowned but allowed herself to be dragged away by the gaggle of giggling, touching, chatting women.

      I rested my cheek on Enra’s head. She hadn’t let go of me since I’d arrived.

      “So, your name is Skrew?” Timo-Ran asked the vrak, who seemed to whither under the giant man’s gaze.

      “Yes,” Skrew whispered as he wrang his hands together.

      “Do you eat?”

      “Yes,” he said again, confusion in his tone.

      “Do you like fish?”

      At that, Skrew stood up straight and stopped wringing his hands. “Skrew likes fish much!”

      “Follow me,” Timo-Ran said. “I have a lot of fish and not enough stomach to eat it all. Maybe you can help me.”

      “Yes,” Skrew said, all fear and trepidation left behind. “Skrew is much helpful. So helpful. Make fish go disappear. Like it, yes. Eat it, yes.”

      I watched as Skrew jabbered and silently thanked Timo-Ran. He’d have his hands full with that one. I returned my attention to Enra. She didn’t deserve to live in fear and distress. Nobody did, except the slavers, but even they could be saved if they changed their ways.

      The Xeno were another story, though. They deserved everything terrible and painful I could bring to bear. They felt no guilt, and they deserved no mercy. If there were more Xeno here, then I’d kill them and find a way to exterminate them from the entire galaxy.

      

      You will know peace.

      

      I heard the words in my mind only. The Lakunae were still watching. They still wanted me to complete their mission, and though I didn’t fully trust their intentions, I knew what their tech could do, and I needed it to destroy my enemies. My sword and the battery-like Fex were just two examples of such technology. 

      “We’ll gather in the longhouse,” Enra whispered. “Tonight is a time for celebration. We’re glad you’ve returned, Jacob. We’ll celebrate. We’ll eat, and drink, and dance. Will you come?”

      She made doe eyes at me, batted her eyelashes a few times, and stuck her bottom lip out a little. If I hadn’t intended on going, I would have changed my mind at that moment.

      “Of course.” I pulled her tightly against me as I savored the feeling of her breasts against my chest.

      A half-hour later, I was sitting on a padded mat around a trough-like hearth in the middle of the longhouse. I’d found a spot where I could lean up against a pillar so that Enra could rest against my torso with one of my legs on each side of her.

      Yaltu leaned against me from my left, slowly sipping mead from a wooden cup. I could feel her hips moving a little in time with the drum beat. We’d all bathed briefly before entering the longhouse, and she now smelled of flowers. She seemed more at peace than I’d seen her since we’d first met. I was happy for her. She’d had to suffer a lot of loss recently, but we’d found each other. 

      Beatrix and Reaver were among the throng of villagers dancing in the glow of torches on the far side of the room near the wooden door to the night. They danced like they were the only two in the room, sweat pouring from their bodies, hips swinging to the drumbeat, and a cup of mead in each hand.

      My left arm rested around Yaltu’s shoulder while my right caressed Enra’s breast under her shirt. Enra fed me from the wooden plate of food she’d brought for us and was breathing deeply as she rubbed her cheek against my chest.

      My hand stopped when I touched something between her breasts. It was small, no larger than my thumbnail, and was attached to a leather cord.

      “What’s that?” I asked.

      Enra withdrew a carved amulet from under her shirt and held it up for me. I couldn’t see what it was made of, but from the silhouette of the dim firelight, it looked like a two-pronged trident.

      “It means hope,” Enra said. “I wear it to remind me to never lose hope. I hoped you would return. I hope for peace. I hope for prosperity for the Ish-Nul.”

      She put the amulet back, and when she noticed my hand had moved below her breast, she returned it, encouraging me to play with her nipple. I was happy to oblige, feeling it slowly harden under my touch.

      Privacy wasn’t a concern, because the central fire was kept low, providing plenty of heat but little smoke and its light didn’t reach our corner of the longhouse. Other than the faces on the other side infrequently peeking out from the darkness and some of the older women serving mead and refilling plates, it felt like Yaltu, Enra, and I were alone in the world.

      “I missed you,” Enra said. Before I could reciprocate, she continued: “But I’m curious why you returned now. You said you were still looking for more of your friends.”

      I took a deep breath and gathered my thoughts. A lot had happened so far, and I wasn’t sure where to begin.

      “After I found Reaver,” I said, “we were forced to fight Beatrix in the Brazud arena. I defeated her, but when I didn’t kill her, King Demetrios ordered me to finish her off. He didn’t like it when I flipped him the bird.”

      “You… threw a bird at him?” She tilted her head back to look me in the eyes.

      “No,” I laughed, “I stuck my middle finger up at him.”

      Enra gasped. “That’s very bad!” she said with a laugh.

      “It was. Then, we had to fight four creatures like Pedaloth—the dragon we killed before I left. We didn’t kill them, though. We freed them. They tore the city up while we escaped. They did a lot of damage—killed a lot of guards. I’m concerned the slavers will come here, looking for revenge. I needed to check on your people to make sure you’re able to defend yourselves. And I wanted to see you again.”

      I watched her face carefully for her reaction.

      “There’s one more thing,” I continued. “Before we escaped the arena, Beatrix mentioned a place that is black as a starless night. She said there might be a communications device or something there. It might allow me to speak directly with the Lakunae.”

      Though I hadn't talked loudly, as soon as I said the words, the room became hushed. When the last person stopped speaking, the drums went silent, and all eyes found their way to me.

      “What is it?” Timo-Ran asked from somewhere on the other side of the fire.

      Enra hesitated, and her body stiffened before she answered. “Jacob has asked about the Void Temple.”

      I wasn’t sure what rule I’d broken, but the room felt eerily silent and sterile.

      It was apparent they knew something but were afraid to speak of it. I had to convince them to talk to me, and I hoped I’d earned enough trust to make it happen.

      As I stood, Yaltu and Enra moved out of the way and turned to face me. Yaltu’s expression was curious, but Enra’s face was pale with stress and fright. Reaver and Beatrix seemed like they were preparing for a fight but didn’t know who the enemy was. When Reaver looked to me, I waggled my hand to let her know there was no threat. She relaxed, but only a little.

      “I’m looking for the Void Temple,” I announced to the room. “I’ve been told it may hold answers to my questions. If you know of it, I need to find it.”

      “We can trust him,” Enra said to Timo-Ran. “He won’t betray us.”

      Timo-Ran stared at the floor for several seconds before he nodded. 

      “The Void Temple,” Enra explained, “is a sacred site. We don’t speak of it. We’re not ashamed, but we don’t wish to anger the Void Gods. It’s where we learned of the Dark Ones. As you said, it’s black as a starless night. Darker than a cave. Stronger than the mountains. It’s black like your sword.”

      “Where is it?” I asked, doing my best not to sound too excited.

      Enra shook her head. “It doesn’t matter. Only the priestess can open the temple, and she’s no longer with us.”

      “She died?” I asked, feeling hope begin to drain from my heart in a slow, dark trickle.

      “We don’t know,” Timo-Ran said. “She was taken to the powerplant near the town of Griastana, just south of the woods across the river. She was one of the Ish-Nul who didn’t make it back after the vrak stole them away. . .” His voice trailed off into silence.

      “If the priestess is alive,” Enra said, “she’ll be at the powerplant.”

      I lifted my eyes to Beatrix. She and Reaver were watching me, resolve turning their faces to chiseled stone. They were ready to go on a rescue mission. I knew they’d go anywhere I went.

      “I’ll free the priestess and return her to you,” I announced. “But I don’t know the way to the powerplant.”

      “I’ll guide you,” Timo-Ran said. “We’ll leave in the morning. But tonight, we celebrate.”

      With that, the drums started again, and the somber atmosphere was swallowed up in joyful singing and dancing. Yaltu joined Reaver and Beatrix in their dance, while Enra and I slipped away to let our naked bodies get reacquainted.
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      When I woke up the next morning, I got dressed as quietly as possible, grabbed Ebon, and closed the door behind me. It was still dark, the sun was no more than a hint of light on the horizon. The air was crisp and clean. I took a deep breath before looking around. 

      There were people out already. I guessed the others would be up later, once they’d had a little time to recover from what must have been horrific hangovers. One was an elderly woman I hadn’t seen much of the day before. She was pulling weeds from a garden plot next to her tiny home. Then there were two young men with scraggly beards engaged in deep conversation. 

      I wandered to the hill overlooking the town. When I neared the top, I heard a low, thrumming hum—this wasn’t some machine, it came from the throat of some large creature. I slowed to nearly a crawl and drew Ebon.

      I found Yaltu on the very tip of the hill. She was standing stock-still, holding both of her arms straight out to her sides, palms toward the sky. She was facing my direction, but her eyes were closed, and she looked like she was concentrating very hard.

      Was she praying? Maybe to the sun, the morning, or something in nature? But the fog was thick, so the sun was little more than a distant, hazy glow as it feebly attempted to burn its way through the atmosphere.

      As I watched Yaltu, the sound she was making grew louder. When it did, the flaps on the sides of her neck, which I’d almost forgotten were there, began to vibrate as well. It made me wonder how different our biology was, but I was glad that other parts were more than compatible.

      When she emerged from her meditation, I didn’t want the first thing she saw to be my blade. I double-checked for threats before sheathing Ebon, settling in to watch the beautiful woman, and waiting.

      A few moments later, I heard the flapping of wings. I knew she could speak with dragons, or the dragon-like things the planet had to offer, but what I heard seemed to be moving too rapidly to be something that big. Soon, a dark-red bird no larger than my fist landed in one of her hands. She continued to hum, and another bird flew out of the fog and settled on her other hand.

      I felt a little like I was peeping, but I couldn’t help but stare in fascination as she brought both of her hands close and began whispering to the birds. They seemed to respond to her, as if they were having a conversation, by making small squeaking and chirping noises. She stretched her arms out in front of her, and both birds erupted into the air. 

      I got up and approached her, unsure if I had just seen something very private. Curiosity got the best of me.

      “What was that all about?” I asked.

      “I’m curious what has become of my friends at Brazud,” she said, the smile fading from her lips. “I’m also curious what has happened to my home. If anyone recognized me, they may have gone there to seek revenge for what we did.”

      I opened my mouth to offer her an apology, but she stopped me with an upraised hand.

      “You have nothing to apologize for, Jacob,” she said, a hint of sadness quieting her voice. “I only wish to know. I sent those two tiddits to find out for me. They are clever and should not draw any attention. When they return, I’ll know. It’s the not knowing that’s causing me to worry, you understand, right?”

      “I do. I hope the news they return with will be happy.”

      “So do I.” She took my offered arm and walked down the hill with me.

      I decided to wait one more day before leaving for the powerplant. In thanks for everything the Ish-Nul had done for me, I wanted to teach them how to create defenses for their village. I had no regrets about the trouble we’d caused, but if the Ish-Nul weren’t properly defended, they would be easy pickings for other slavers.

      The most basic defense they could construct would be a wall, but as they didn’t have a quarry, I decided a wall of sharpened logs would suffice.

      The longhouse could hold the entire population of the town. It was also tall enough for shelves to be added to the inside for supplies such as food, water, and arrows.

      Should the town be attacked, a lookout would sound a horn. Everyone would drop whatever he or she was doing and head straight toward the longhouse. When the last person made it within the walls, three men would move the final piece of the defensive wall into place, lash it to the others, and head inside. From there, they could open the many small windows and rain arrows down upon their enemies.

      I didn’t tell them that if they were attacked by heavy weapons like plasma cannons, they wouldn’t stand a chance regardless. There was no need to ruin what little hope they had, and these fortifications would at least provide them with some defense against other enemies. 

      The next day, as Reaver, Yaltu, Beatrix, Skrew, and I made our final preparations to follow Timo-Ran to the powerplant, one of the tiddits returned and began flying around Yaltu’s head, chirping hysterically.

      Beatrix and Reaver looked to me, and when I didn’t react defensively, they waited to see what happened next. When Skrew approached the fluttering tiddit with a hungry look in his eye, Reaver grabbed one of his arms and shook her head scornfully. 

      “Skrew no eat?” He frowned and backed away but still watched the bird like he was thinking about his favorite tiddit recipe.

      Yaltu held out her hand and allowed the tiddit to land. The bird clucked, cooed, and made sounds like silver bells tinkling in a soft breeze. She whispered to it, and it flew away, disappearing into the forest to the south.

      I studied her concerned expression. “I take it that wasn’t good news.” 

      “I don’t know,” she whispered. The rest of us gathered closer, anxious to hear what she’d learned. “The tiddit says there’s something new at Brazud.” She made eye contact with each of us in turn. “She says there’s a cloud where there was none before. A cloud that’s consumed the city and made flying difficult. Rising from the cloud is a new building she’s never seen before. It rises like the tooth of a shiggit—straight, narrow, and tall.

      “Hanging from the tip of the tooth there’s a… branch. But I believe she meant rope. It extends far into the sky, higher than she could fly. And once, she saw something like another building climbing the rope, making loud noises and with many lights.

      “When her mate tried to investigate, she heard him scream. Then, he was no more. He disappeared into the cloud. She called for him. She wept for him. But he didn’t return. She’s left to warn others. Something’s happening. Something bad.”

      “Damn,” Reaver breathed. “What do you want to do?” she asked me.

      I didn’t like big cloud-producing buildings showing up unannounced, especially when they killed something Yaltu obviously cared about. I wondered what had become of my sheriff, and why he hadn’t turned his aggression against whatever had descended upon the city. Had the people ignored him? Was he dead? 

      I also didn’t like the building’s description. It was far too close to something we once used on Mars called a space elevator. Our structure had a graphene cable that was anchored at one end, and kept taut by a counterweight at the other end. It was less expensive—both costing less money and requiring less manpower—to move materials into and out of orbit using a mechanical crawler than to fly them with conventional rockets. Once our technology improved, however, the space elevator was abandoned.

      The presence of such a device on this planet meant there was a spacefaring race who moved materials or troops to or from the surface. Somewhere overhead, a spacecraft was parked. The threat and danger had just increased to levels I’d never imagined. Likely, the planet was being invaded. 

      “Is there any way to know who brought this structure?” I asked Yaltu.

      “It could only be the Sitar.” 

      “Which we assume are also the Xeno,” Reaver said.

      I had a choice to make. I could go to the city, find out what was going on for myself, and have a tough time fighting an army with the weapons I currently had at my disposal, or I could go find the priestess and possibly get more.

      The decision was difficult. The longer the Xeno were in control, the more havoc and death they could cause. But, if I charged in unprepared, it could be the end of my entire team. The best I could do for everyone was to stay on task, find new weapons, and expel the Xeno when I was prepared.

      “Timo-Ran,” I said, drawing the man’s attention, “take us to the powerplant. We’re going for the priestess first.”

      “No go smash at Brazud?” Skrew asked, clearly disappointed.

      “Not yet,” I said, loud enough for everyone to hear. “We’re going to rescue the priestess first. Then, we’ll have her open the Void Temple. From the description of the place, it sounds like the whole thing is Void-tech. If the priestess can equip us with armor and weapons, or something better, we have a greater chance at stopping the Xeno dead in their tracks.”

      “Then smash Brazud?” A wicked smile curled the corners of Skrew’s wide mouth. 

      I ignored him. “The Void Temple might also allow us to communicate with the Lakunae. They can tell us where the rest of my crew and Marines are as well. If we can find even half our platoon, the Xeno won’t stand a chance.”

      “Get some!” Reaver raised a fist. The rest of the war party cheered their approval.

      We made our final preparations, and I kissed Enra goodbye before Timo-Ran led us out of the village. The powerplant was almost directly south of us. Most of our journey would be spent on open land, so I decided we’d rest during the day and move only at night. I didn’t want some angry guard captain to surround us out in the open with a half-dozen hoverships.

      Near the end of the first night, we approached a wide river. Only a proper raft could get us across safely with dry supplies. With three Void-touched members in our war party, it was easier than I’d expected. I ripped a tree out of the ground and sliced it into thirds with Ebon while Beatrix and Reaver lashed them together with ropes they made from tall grass. If we’d had more time, I was certain we could have built our own temporary bridge.

      The second night, we walked quietly across grassy plains. The calls of the wildlife surrounding us were grunts, squeals, and steady rumbles. A bear-like creature threatened us at one point. Beatrix powered her hammer and calmly walked toward the beast, ready to smash it into a pancake. It turned tail and ran back into the safety of a copse of trees.

      The third night brought us back into the woods. Though we were close enough to reach the powerplant soon after the sun went down, I slowed our pace. The woods were dense, and if we kept moving quickly, we’d be just as likely to trip over an enemy as they would be to stumble upon us. Keeping the advantage meant taking longer to reach our objective.

      When we finally reached the edge of the woods, Timo-Ran approached me. “I’m leaving now.”

      “You don’t want to help rescue the priestess?” I asked.

      “I do, but I also know when I’m outmatched.”

      “Understood. Your fellow Ish-Nul would be hard-pressed to defend themselves without you. And I need you to watch over Enra for me. With you there, I know I’ll have nothing to worry about.”

      Timo-Ran placed his hand on my shoulder and looked me in the eye. “Enra will be safe, and if we’re attacked, I’ll kill many enemies.”

      “I have no doubt.” I put my hand on his shoulder in return. “I do have one question, though. Who does this powerplant provide electricity for?”

      “It provides power for a nearby city. They pay the king of the city of Thaz’red for the privilege. The powerplant and slaving make him wealthy.”

      “In other words, there’s no reason to be careful with his stuff.”

      “No reason,” Timo-Ran agreed.

      We bade him farewell, and he left, stalking his way back into the woods.

      Yaltu, Beatrix, Reaver, Skrew, and I snuck down a nearby hill covered in brush and wildflowers. The rocky landscape turned out to be a quarry that was at least a mile wide and nearly as long. The bottom was shiny black material I guessed was coal. It would explain the soot in the air and the light coating of it for miles around. 

      We paused as I searched for any sign of guards, with Yaltu to my immediate right and Skrew to my left. Reaver and Beatrix guarded our rear. 

      “Is shiny,” Skrew whispered.

      “That’s coal,” I said. “It’s burned for power.”

      I signaled to Reaver that she should look for threats. She withdrew Clarent from her belt and squinted at the scene before turning back to me and indicating that the coast was clear.

      I didn’t like heading out over open land at dusk. It felt exposed and dangerous, but as there weren’t any guards patrolling the quarry, it was safer than the alternative. I gave everyone the signal to head out. We did so as a single unit, slow and steady.

      When we reached the halfway point, I stopped everyone again and took a moment to look, listen, and sniff the air. I didn’t want to risk being ambushed in the middle of a combustible field of fuel.

      As I was ready to signal everyone to continue moving, I spotted something near my left foot. A shape had been carved into the coal, barely visible in the starlight, but its shape and meaning were unmistakable. It was a two-pronged trident, the Ish-Nul symbol for hope. 

      We resumed our trek toward the powerplant, and I slowly became aware a subtle vibration on my arm hairs. Skrew’s left eye kept in time with it. Then, I started to hear the thrumming noise. Skrew’s hearing range must have been broader than that of his human companions.

      We crested the far side of the quarry and hid behind piles of coal and small wagons. Beatrix guarded Yaltu and Skrew while Reaver and I climbed on top of the coal pile to survey the powerplant and formulate an attack plan. We needed to enter, find the priestess, and return her safely to her people. Sounded easy enough.

      The facility was surrounded by a tall fence of metal hooks, barbs, and bars, similar to what I’d seen back at the arena. Its design brought back cold memories of creatures killing each other for the pleasure of a paying audience.

      Within the fence were about a dozen buildings. The largest was three stories tall with two smokestacks towering out of one end. On the other end, a metal tube arced out from and back into the building while a conveyor belt ran 50 yards toward the quarry. 

      “That’s our way in,” I whispered to Reaver.

      “The conveyor belt?” 

      I nodded. “You see the guardtowers at each corner of the perimeter fence? There’s guards in the closest one, so I figure the rest are occupied as well.”

      “That’ll make things tougher.”

      “I agree. We don’t want to go barging in and draw fire from them.”

       My original thought was that I would get in, find the priestess, and destroy stuff on my way out. If I could find explosives, I’d set them to detonate after we’d made our escape. If not, I planned on blowing up whatever looked important, especially if it looked like it might take a long time to rebuild.

      A mechanical tapping sound made me peek higher over the mound, but I couldn’t find the source. When Skrew became curious and leaned forward a little too far, some of the coal on the far side of the mound began to slide and tumble to the bottom. I nearly jumped out of my skin when a small pair of flashlight-like red eyes began targeting the biggest chunks and followed them to the bottom. Reaver and I immediately ducked low.

      We sat completely still until the ticking started again and eventually faded into the background thrumming of the plant. It appeared they had some kind of robot guard dog. Breaching the powerplant was going to be as difficult as breaching a medium-security research base back on Mars. I poked my head over the mound again and squinted into the night, trying to see what other security the slavers had in place. The breeze that had been blowing the soot and smoke away from us had changed direction, and the already dim conditions became even worse.

      I thought about looking through Spirit-Watcher, but in a place like this, there would be far more data than I could make sense of, so I left it tucked under my shirt. Whatever else was waiting for us would have to be dealt with as it was discovered. If all else failed, I’d cut the threat in half with Ebon.

      A pair of spotlights blazed into the sky for a few seconds, and their source began moving right until it disappeared behind a building. I wasn’t sure what had produced the light, but whatever it was, it was mobile. The half-second it was behind the building also gave me the clue I was looking for. The windows were barred.

      The priestess.

      I spotted a guard and slowly lowered my head so that my eyes barely peeked over the top of the mound. I’d expected to see a vrak. I was accustomed to associating them with slavers. But the creature patrolling the perimeter was much bigger and appeared to be much stronger than the average vrak.

      He had one shiny eye in the middle of his forehead, and his skin looked like hardened leather. He carried a short-barreled rifle like he knew what to do with it and had a mouth that looked as if someone had glued a handful of random fangs to its face.

      As I peered at the rest of the buildings, I began to notice shadows and little movements from similar-shaped creatures. It appeared I’d found the slavers.

      And I knew what to do with slavers.
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      It would be hours before sunrise. We had more than enough time to slowly set up a plan, and I was not one to thoughtlessly squander an opportunity like that.

      “Skrew,” I said, drawing the vrak’s attention. “Your part of the plan will be to head into the woods and around to the other end of the plant. I need you to cause a distraction. Make some noise. Start a fire. Anything you can to get the guards focused on you. But I don’t want you to get yourself killed. You think you can do that?”

      Skrew thought about it as he tapped his chin with the first finger of three of his hands. “Easier if Skrew had pew-pew gun. Maybe throw rock at guard? Maybe scream help?”

      If he didn’t come up with a way to draw the guards’ attention, my plan to make it past the heavily fortified defenses was worthless. He didn’t seem very creative today.

      “Do you know how to start a fire without any tools?” I asked as I thought about some of the ancient videos I’d watched about early Earthlings.

      “Yes,” he said hesitantly. “Skrew in trouble four times for making the fire. But was long time back, many big cycles. No have so much fun making fires now.”

      I almost laughed. I should have known he’d be a pyromaniac. “Here’s the plan. I want you to tap into your past, think about how much you used to enjoy making fires, and start a few in the woods. Be careful, though. If these guards know anything about fire, they’ll know their operation would be permanently shut down if fire reached the quarry and ignited the coal. Not only that,t it’s likely the fire would burn for at least 10 big cycles.”

      Skrew’s eyes opened wide as he stared into space with disturbing delight.

      “There’s more,” I continued. “The conveyor system leading into the building likely drops the coal on the other side. That creates a lot of dust. If the dust touches a spark—boom!

      “Undoubtedly, the presence of a nearby fire will alarm the guards. The presence of two or three fires should send them into a panic. It doesn’t look like they’ve done any mining in the woods, those trees look old. The rest of the coal should be safe if they get the fires out in time.

      “Try to find spots in the woods that will ensure the guards can see the flames, but not so close that they can see you. And watch out for their red-eyed guard dogs. I have a feeling they can see in the dark better than any of us.”

      Skrew rubbed his hands together. “Skrew will set fires, yes. Fires to make Jacob proud. Like when little, but better.”

      Beatrix’s face confirmed there was something off about sending a pyromaniac to start fired, one who was so glad to do it too. It was a dangerous plan, but it was the only one we had. 

      “Skrew,” I whispered, “when you’re done, make your way back to this area. We’ll use the quarry as our escape route. The guards would do anything to avoid igniting it, let alone firing their own energy weapons into it. And so would we. Once a fire like that starts, it could burn for a hundred years. There’s no way to put it out, and every ounce of coal will be consumed.

      “But the people will need it after we free the planet. They’ll need every bit of energy they can get their hands on, and it will be a resource they can use for trade. Do you understand?”

      The vrak nodded, squinted his eyes in what probably counted for mischief, and snuck away to go cause mayhem.

      There were three coal piles. The one close to the silent conveyor looked strong enough to support our weight.

      A thunderous explosion rocked the ground as a bright orange glow illuminated the night sky and the sparse clouds. I was worried the vrak had killed himself, until a second explosion tore through the atmosphere and sent the guards and four red-eyed robots charging toward the noise.

      A third explosion almost knocked the guard in the nearby tower from his post. It was time, and since the guard was leaning out from under the roof of his tower, I could clearly see his head. Reaver snatched a rock from the coal pile and threw it. The projectile slammed into the guard’s head, and he toppled over, impaling himself on the fence.

      “Let’s go,” I whispered as I drew Ebon and hopped onto the conveyor with my team behind me. 

      A quick glance to my right confirmed that Skrew’s plan was working. The fires were about a hundred yards from the fenceline but were growing rapidly. It would take everything the guards had to put them out.

      As the conveyor carried us toward the main building, the two white spotlights illuminated a fire the guards were attempting to put out. If only the machine with the spotlights came close enough to the fires for me to see its silhouette… but I couldn’t risk falling off, I had to concentrate on our rickety transport. I gritted my teeth and let the conveyor carry me and my team into the building.

      The air inside was sweltering. Two huge boilers took up almost half the space with pipes and wires crisscrossing the ceiling and walls. In the center of it all was the dump site for the coal. It looked like the slaves had done a lot of work the day before, the pile coming only a yard short of the conveyor.

      A mass of slaves were shifting the coal in wheelbarrows while a group of one-eyed guards watched on. They were armed with energy rifles, and one even had a whip. 

      On the right side of the building, two metal objects resembling ship’s wheels were mounted horizontally on the ground. Pipes ran in all directions but converged at a shiny dome. From the top of the dome rose a cylinder that moved up and down in a steady rhythm as slaves turned the two wheels. The slaves were being used not only to mine the coal but to pump water that would be boiled to turn turbines. 

      I’d seen enough.

      A quick nod from Reaver and Beatrix confirmed they were ready. I jumped from the conveyor, landing halfway down the massive pile of coal, then immediately rolling and springing to my feet. A one-eyed guard spun to face me and grabbed for my throat, but I ducked and swiped at his leading leg with Ebon. The limb came off at the knee, and I skewered his skull with another strike. 

      The others had made their way down behind me and had spread out. Just when I looked, a guard raised his rifle to Beatrix and fired. In an instant, she raised her glowing hammer, and the red hyphen of energy struck it. It didn’t burn through, and it didn’t bounce. Instead, the hammer glowed a little more brightly as it absorbed the enemy projectile. Then, Beatrix rolled forward and struck a guard hard in his knee with her hammer. The joint exploded in a gory shower of flesh and blood, but before the guard could cry out, Beatrix had reversed her swing and smashed his head into his chest cavity.

      I blocked a swing from a guard and opened his stomach with my sword. His rifle clattered to the ground, and as I spun round to find my next target I spotted a figure among the prisoners. Yaltu had made her way over there and was trying to free them from the chains binding them to the wheels. Most were human, but there were several other species I didn’t recognize. Most kept pushing their wheels, afraid to do anything else.

      The guard with the whip joined the fight. I wasn’t worried about the whip until he activated its power source and turned it into a flaming snake. He cracked the whip, and I dodged out of the way. The guard calmly marched forward, the snaking weapon crackling. As I dodged and blocked the squirming lash, its owner began to make a noise.

      At first, it sounded like he was coughing up a hairball. But as the sound grew in intensity, I recognized it for what it was: he was laughing.

      Another guard was trying to sneak up behind me. Whether he meant to punch me in the back of my head or hold me for the one wielding the whip, I never found out. As soon as he was close enough, I turned and removed his head with a decisive slice. As the severed head topped to the ground, I returned my focus to the other guard. His whip flashed forward, and I spun aside a split second before it would have cracked open my skull. 

      “You sure you want to use that around here?” I gestured to the tall pile of coal behind me. “Sure would be a shame if you hit this instead of me, wouldn’t it?”

      I couldn’t make out whether the creature had ears, but he glanced down at his glowing whip, then to the huge pile of coal, and hissed at me.

      “Where’s the priestess?” I asked him. “Tell me, and I’ll let you join your friends outside to put out the fires.”

      The guard snarled at me in return. 

      Beatrix and Reaver had dealt with the other guards, and now surrounded the final enemy alongside me. He hissed at Beatrix and bared his teeth in her direction. 

      I took advantage of his momentary distraction to press my attack. I came in high, telegraphing my move and forcing the guard to block high. As soon as I hit the ground I stepped to the side, spun Ebon vertically, and ran him through. I snatched the falling whip from the air before it could ignite the residual coal, crushed it in my hand, and tossed it.

      “Everyone out!” I ordered the slaves. “Now!” 

      If these guards didn’t manage to put out the fires Skrew was lighting they weren’t worth half their wages, but I couldn’t risk turning the slaves into the victims of the guards’ possible failure.

      The guard with the whip was still alive, and he groaned on the floor as blood escaped his body. I remembered Yaltu’s pheromones and gestured her to come. 

      “Can you use your pheromones?” I asked. “Make him tell us where the priestess is?” 

      “I can try,” she said as she knelt him.

      She placed her hand on his forehead, and his eyes rolled over. He made a few grunts, and I figured he hadn’t said anything of importance, but Yaltu turned to me with a smile.

      “The priestess is inside a secondary building made of discarded electrical items,” she said. “They call it the Switchboard.”

      After checking for hostiles, I guided the slaves through the main entrance to the quarry outside. An elderly human seemed confused by my urgency, the sword, and the dead guards. I quickly gave up trying to talk him into leaving and resorted to picking him up and throwing him over my shoulder. He grunted once but didn’t fight back.

      When I made it outside, two of the slaves lay dead on the ground. 

      “Sniper got them,” Reaver said quickly. “I got the sniper.”

      I looked at the nearest guardtower and saw the blood splattered across the wall inside. 

      “I think we’re going to have to cut a hole in the fence and turn the slaves loose,” Reaver said. “We can’t protect so many people.”

      “Agreed.”

      I ran to the bars and hacked at them with Ebon. When enough bars had been cut, I kicked the grid free. Most of the prisoners ran, but the old man was rooted to the ground as he marveled at the chaos surrounding him.

      “Yaltu!” I said, turning to her. “He won’t move. I don’t want to leave him. Can you do anything?”

      She looked from me to the old man, studied him for a second, then placed her hand over his face. After a few seconds of concentration, she removed her hand. The old man looked like he’d just woken from a bad dream and cowered from my team.

      “Go with him,” I ordered. “Get him moving, then go to the coal pile where I told Skrew to meet us. If the fire gets too bad, head into the woods. We’ll find you.”

      She nodded and grabbed the old man by his hand. “Come with me!”

      She tugged at his arm until he had no choice but to get moving, and they disappeared into the darkness.

      Thankfully, the guards were all too busy fighting the fires to hinder the slaves from fleeing. 

      I turned to head back to the powerplant when I noticed the corpse of the guard Reaver had shot out of the tower lying by my feet. There was something small and shiny attached to his head. I bent down and pulled it off. It felt like it had been attached magnetically. It vibrated in my hand, stopped, then vibrated again. When I touched the item to my own head, I thought I could hear something. I moved it to the bone behind my ear and was sure: it was a communications device that transmitted sound by vibrating the bones in the head. I didn’t understand what I was hearing, though, so I removed it and stuck it in my pocket. It might come in handy later.

      Finding the communicators gave me an unexpected problem I hadn’t thought of. There were three of us who needed to be able to shoot, move, and communicate. Five, if I counted Yaltu and Skrew. As far as I knew, only two of us, Reaver and I, were trained on how to use communications effectively in battle.

      I could smell and hear the fire in the woods. Judging by what I could see in the starlight, it looked as if the volume of smoke was diminishing, as was the density. The guards were succeeding.

      What I didn’t know, however, was how they were managing it. The intense flames from the burning bushes and trees would be impossible even for the tough-skinned aliens to get close to. I didn’t think they could tolerate more than a minute or two of 600-degree temperatures or higher.

      I scanned the dozen buildings for the Switchboard. My eyes settled on a two-story welded building with a railing that bordered a narrow walkway. Its rusted junctions were repainted cubes and angle iron pieces, cobbled together pragmatically.

      The first story appeared to be nothing more than power inverters, transformers, control boxes, and other devices I wasn’t familiar with. The second story was plain scrap metal. I was about to look to another building when I noticed a woman staring through a barred window. She looked like the other Ish-Nul. She had to be the priestess.

      “I’m going to grab the priestess,” I said. 

      “You know where she is?” Reaver asked. 

      “Yeah.” I turned to Beatrix. “Come with me. Reaver, take cover among the equipment here and secure the perimeter. Don’t let anyone sneak up on us.” I was worried that someone might approach from behind as soon as the fires were under control. The heat from the main generator fire was growing intense enough to cause spots on the big building to glow with the heat. It wouldn’t be long before—

      My thoughts were interrupted by a hissing explosion that sent a shockwave through my bones and rattled my teeth. One of the generator’s boilers must have exploded. The powerplant was still standing, but the walls and roof bulged outward, like a square balloon a child had started to inflate before becoming distracted.

      Reaver grabbed a three-foot-long rifle from a guard’s corpse. I figured it was some kind of sniper rifle. She took cover while the last of the slaves fled the powerplant. 

      Beatrix and I ascended the metal stairs to the Switchboard building. I wondered how I’d greet the priestess. By the way the Ish-Nul had spoken of her, I expected she’d be elderly, frail, and very wise. So long as we didn’t run into any more trouble on our way out of the compound, either Beatrix or I could carry her back to her people. The guards would likely have enough to worry about just fighting the fires. We were almost done with the mission, and we’d delivered a devastating blow to the slavers. I felt a grim smile settle on my face. 

      Beatrix and I made it to the doorway without any further trouble. I caught a glimpse of a near-extinguished fire through one of the barred windows. In perhaps a couple of minutes the guards would have realized it was a distraction for something happening inside the powerplant. 

      When I arrived at a locked door at the top of the stairs, I signaled Beatrix to approach cautiously; you never knew.

      “Well?” a sassy female voice suddenly said from behind the door, before I could even think of knocking. “What are you waiting for? As soon as the fires started, I got ready. I’ve been sitting here twiddling my toes, waiting for someone to finally make their way here and rescue me. Unlock the cell! Let’s go!”

      Beatrix raised her eyebrows and smiled. “I like her.”

      I laughed as I placed my foot on the metal by the lock and put all my weight behind it. The door buckled before crumpling. I grabbed the handle and tore the mangled door free of its hinges. 

      The woman I saw standing in the dim light of a single electric bulb was neither toothless nor old. She was on the short side, maybe an inch or two over five feet. Her blond hair was collected into a tight ponytail on the crown of her head, but the hair stuck out at odd angles. 

      She inspected us with almond-shaped green eyes before speaking. “You’re not Ish-Nul.”

      It was a statement of fact, not a question. Her small mouth and full lips pursed for a moment before relaxing.

      The priestess didn’t seem to be the spiritual guru I was expecting. She was also a lot younger than I’d expected, no older than mid-20s. I wondered why the Ish-Nul had called her a priestess. To me, she looked more like a scientist. She was dressed in the heavy but well-fitting clothes befitting a blacksmith, including a leather apron that almost reached the knees of her trousers. Her boots were leather as well, and little burn marks spotted them.

      I realized I was staring and cleared my throat. “My name is Jacob. This is Beatrix. Reaver is outside. Skrew and Yaltu will join us later. We’re here to rescue you.”

      “A pleasure!” she said with a gleeful yip. “I’m Nyna.”

      “Let’s go,” I said as I motioned for her to join us down the stairs. 

      As Beatrix and I started to move, Nyna paused. 

      “Oh, wait!” she exclaimed. “I forgot my tools! I can’t leave them!”

      Beatrix sighed deeply and rolled her eyes. “We will get more tools,” she said through gritted teeth. “Leave them!”

      “No,” the priestess snapped from somewhere deep in her prison cell.

      I could hear her shoving boxes over and metal things bouncing and rolling across the floor. A moment later, she reappeared with a colorful leather backpack and a smile.

      “I’ve been hiding these from the rushada guards. The guards are tough, but they’re also stupid. I probably could’ve left them out in the open, even told them what they were, and I still could’ve kept them.”

      I wanted to be angry at the delay, but her mischievous smile was infectious. It wasn’t infectious enough for Beatrix, though. That woman was all business.

      Beatrix made it clear she’d had enough talking by marching down the stairwell. I motioned for the priestess to take a position in the middle while I took the rear. Reaver emerged from her cover as soon as I got to the bottom, and we assumed a diamond formation with the priestess in the center. 

      “Nyna, this is Reaver,” I said. “Reaver, Nyna.”

      Reaver grunted while the priestess beamed. She seemed not at all frightened by her circumstances. 

      We turned to the hole I’d cut in the fence—toward our escape—when the pair of spotlights I’d seen earlier landed on us. The brightness momentarily blinded me, but a half-second later, my eyes adjusted, and I saw the source of the illumination.

      They were two lights shoulder-mounted on a mechanical giant standing more than eight feet tall. Black-, silver-, and copper-colored pipes zigzagged across its bulky torso. Two arms ended in fists the size of my torso and two smaller arms shook like a beetle’s antennae. Surrounding one arm was a massive gun ringed with barrels, each connected to each other like the spokes of a bicycle wheel. The mech’s legs were protected by armored plating and buzzed with electric motors and servos. 

      The mech had us exactly where it wanted us: out in the open and unprepared. 

      “Oh,” Nyna said with a snap of her fingers. “I knew I forgot to mention something.”

      “Was it this mech?” Reaver asked. 

      “Actually… it’s a golem.”
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      I scooped up Nyna with one arm as Reaver charged the mech, firing her rifle from her hip as she ran. Her target was too close for anything else, and though the weapon was slow to fire, it left red blotches on the machine’s armor. 

      At first, I thought she might be panicked, because each of her shots hit somewhere else. The first struck the hip joint. The second blasted the elbow of the smaller arm. The third hit dead center. But she was looking for a weak spot. 

      As I came to a sliding stop under the building, I lost sight of Beatrix. She’d cut around to the mech’s left side as it tried to follow her. It was a good way to divide its attention, and would at least buy enough time for me to rejoin them.

      “Stay here,” I told the priestess as I set her down gently but quickly.

      “But I can help,” she pleaded.

      “I’m sure you can, but stay here for now. We came here just for you, and if you get hurt or killed, then this was all for nothing.”

      She pouted and crossed her arms. I hoped she’d still do what she was told; I didn’t want to have to fight a giant machine and pull her out of the fire at the same time.

      With no more time to consider the matter, I turned my attention back to the battle waging behind me, drew Ebon, and charged.

      The golem was taking a swing at Reaver’s right arm. She caught the giant fist, dug her heels in, and still managed to slide a foot across the dirt before stopping. A new noise, mechanical and high-pitched, drew her attention up. 

      Tubes on the machine’s arms began to spin, but before I could call out to her, she recognized the danger. She let go of the mech’s first and rolled forward between its legs. Less than a second later, the multiple barrels on the arm tore a hole through the air where she’d been standing. The slugs kicked up the nearby soil into a cloud of dust. The gun discharged so fast, there was no way I could count how many rounds had been fired.

      Beatrix came charging in next, red-blazing hammer held high above her head. She had to throw herself flat on her back to avoid the incoming firehose of bullets, and though I couldn't see the rounds, I did see them kick up the dust just above her head.

      I threw Ebon as hard as I could. The sword twirled through the air like a buzzsaw, hit the golem, and made it spin backward twice before it fell to the ground. My sword was buried in the machine’s torso, with the blade sticking out. I’d managed to impale the machine with the grip.

      The machine was trying to sit up, but it kept banging the flat of Ebon’s blade against its left knee, ruining its balance. I heard electric motors whining as it strained against the obstruction, saw Ebon flex slightly, and hoped the golem wouldn’t be able to break the blade. Then, seemingly out of nothing, it slumped to the ground, and I wondered if it was all over.

      But a second later, it let out a deafening screech and blew up a cloud of dirt. Instead of trying to right itself by getting a foot under its body, it had activated rockets on its back and was lifting itself to a standing position, hinging on its feet.

      The maneuver also gave me a clue as to the true nature of my enemy. For a split second, I caught sight of a single eyeball peering at me from inside the machine—it wasn’t an autonomous machine. This was battle armor. So I didn’t have to completely destroy it. 

      “Reaver,” I yelled, “Kill the pilot inside it!”

      She nodded, and though I wasn’t sure if Beatrix knew what a mech was, she nodded as well. The two women exchanged an unspoken message with their eyes and charged at the same time. Reaver went high, leaping into the air like a jaguar about to pounce on her prey, while Beatrix came in low, glowing warhammer cocked back for a strike.

      Reaver hit first and knocked the mech a little off balance. Beatrix struck the machine solidly in its knee, which bent at the joint, momentarily capturing her hammer before she yanked it loose. The machine didn’t go down, though. Instead, it stomped the ground where Beatrix had been. Then, it quickly spun, followed her slide across the dirt, and stomped again. Beatrix batted the strike away but still had to kick herself into a roll to avoid being crushed.

      Meanwhile, Reaver was crawling across the mech’s body, apparently looking for a way in. If she could find one, she’d likely grab the guard and twist its head off. She hissed with pain and dropped from the machine. It had activated a rocket near the back of its head, and Reaver was scrambling away, one arm guarding the smoking remains of her leather shirt.

      I planned on tackling the mech, but when it turned to try to stomp on the downed Reaver, it also brought Ebon’s protruding blade across my path. Instead, I slid face-first between its legs and kicked one hard as I slid by. The leg looked like it might come off, but instead, it swung high enough for the mech to kick itself in its little arm.

      A faint high-pitched sound came from somewhere inside the machine. It wasn’t mechanical, so it had to be the guard. Their legs probably went in the mech’s legs. I guessed he hadn’t spent a lot of time stretching before the fight—it must’ve hurt. I almost felt bad for the thing.

      The leg returned to the ground with a heavy, metallic thud, and both of the mech’s hands grabbed its crotch, a direct interpretation of what it was doing inside its suit. Beatrix laughed, snorted, then laughed again. Reaver joined her. I kept my cool and looked for a way to free Ebon.

      The mech swung its left arm out at me, missing me by a few inches as I pounded its tough armor with my fists. I had to duck when it turned, sending Ebon shoulder-high over my head.

      A shower of red lightning bolts accompanied by an ear-shattering gong announced that Beatrix was working on it from its other side. A loud clang followed by the mech’s stagger said it had taken a blow from Reaver.

      I hit it again and saw Ebon shift but had to duck as it turned again, reaching for something with its left hand. A moment later, Reaver grunted, and I knew she’d been caught. I also knew that although I could likely pry the thing’s fingers open and free my companion, it would put both of us in even more danger. I had to end the fight, and I had to do it now.

      I decided I’d been cautious enough. As the mech turned again, I didn’t duck under Ebon’s razor-sharp blade. Instead, I flattened my hands, clapped them together, and caught the blade between them. I did feel it nick my skin, but I ignored the pain and yanked hard, pulling Ebon free of the mech’s armor.

      Then, I spun the blade back toward the machine and, still holding it in my hands, drove it through the hole I’d already made. There were sparks, a puff of black, acidic smoke, and—the mech froze.

      Reaver grunted again, but by the time I’d looked, she’d already freed herself and hopped to the ground, gasping for breath.

      Beatrix came out from the other side of the machine with a grim look in her eyes. The left side of her face had been struck and was beginning to swell, but otherwise, she looked unharmed. With a roar, she swung her warhammer, connected with the mech’s chest, and sent it skidding several feet, before our enemy fell over with a dull clang.

      Reaver and Beatrix attended to each other’s wounds while I ran to the mech, drew Ebon free, and looked for the cockpit. I found the seam and the window. So long as the pilot was alive and his mech was operational, it was still a threat. The pilot and I stared at each other for a moment before I jammed my sword into the seam and through his shoulder. 

      The guard—the rushada, as the priestess had called him—tried to bite me through the thick cockpit glass. He was bleeding but not much. His mouth began to unroll from the center of his face, revealing a nest of pointy fangs that never seemed to end. He looked like he was trying to turn himself inside out. When the long tube of teeth reached the glass, they began scratching at its surface.

      I gave Ebon a small twist before driving the grip to the right and the blade to the left. The top of the guard’s head came away and fell with a soft thud to the back of the cockpit. Inside his skull, I clearly saw the gray matter of a brain. The guard twitched once, and the tube he had been forming with his snout-thing slumped to one side. He was dead.

      “Wow,” Skrew breathed as he approached from wherever he’d been hiding. “Such brains. Is probably gross for eating, yes?”

      I ignored him, took a second to make sure there weren’t any other guards in sight, and inspected the mech closely.

      “I think that’s the power distribution center there.” Beatrix pointed her hammer to the center of the mech’s abdomen.

      “No, please,” Skrew whined, hopping onto the mech’s cockpit. “No break for dead,” he pleaded. “Skrew want! Make work. Look!” He waved all four of his arms. “Guard have four arms. Skrew have four arms. Skrew keep, yes? Make kaboom with golem, yes? Please? Smash enemy! Squash flat! Enemy pudding, yes?”

      I had mixed feelings about turning Skrew loose with a mech.

      Skrew gave me his best impression of puppy-dog eyes and stuck his thin bottom lip out with a frown, but he only managed to make his face a little uglier than usual. Images flashed through my mind of Skrew stomping cities to the ground, buildings on fire all around him, people running in fear, screaming. My brain felt like it had vapor-lock.

      On one hand, Skrew had earned my trust over and over again. On the other hand, the machine lying on its back before me was a war machine. It was designed for one thing: destruction. I’d never given Skrew so much responsibility or power.

      “I’m not even sure it’ll run again,” I said, hoping to nip the idea in the bud without having to forbid anyone anything.

      “Here,” the priestess said as she marched forward and dug through her colorful backpack. “I can get it moving again. It won’t be right until we get somewhere safe, but it’ll be good enough for now.”

      I facepalmed.

      The priestess didn’t notice. She withdrew her hand from her bag, inspected a black and pointy cylindrica, device, and hopped onto the mech. She got down on her hands and knees and peered into tiny gaps.

      “Ah, there it is,” she said after a moment.

      She pressed her ear against a spot near the center of the mech’s chest and tapped her black tool against it. Then, she turned 180 degrees and did it again, facing away from me. I couldn't help but notice the shape of her ass against her heavy work pants, though I tried not to stare. I failed with a growing grin. Perhaps I wasn’t trying all that hard.

      She opened a panel and tugged a big handful of wires loose. I stepped closer to try and see exactly what she was doing, but a moment later, there was a spark, the cockpit canopy swung open, and the mech hummed to life.

      Skrew yipped with joy and began unbuckling the guard from a harness holding the creature in place. A few seconds later, he’d finished dragging the thing’s corpse free, including the separated piece of skull, and was strapping himself in.

      “Skrew,” I said. “Be sure you keep the barrels, and any other weapons you find, pointed away from anything you don’t want to destroy. That includes me and anyone who is not absolutely certainly your enemy, okay?”

      A faint beep and softly blinking lights drew my attention to the mech’s interior. I walked over to see. Although the outside of the mech looked like it had been cobbled together from leftover parts, the interior was advanced. There were rudimentary sensors, status lights—most of which shone red—and what appeared to be a comm system. If it was true, then Skrew would be the third team member who would be able to communicate with us.

      In the back, there was what looked like an overland map of the nearby area. I recognized the location of Brazud, but I didn’t recognize the red, blinking symbol overlaid on it. Would that be good or bad?

      “Oh, no, no,” Skrew said. “No shoot Jacob. No shoot Reaver. No shoot Beatrix. No shoot priestess.”

      “Good,” I said. “Meet us back at Ish-Nul. We’ll get there as fast as we can, but I have a feeling—”

      I was interrupted when Skrew found the self-righting button, and screeching rockets blasted the ground under his mech’s back, standing him upright.

      “And take it easy,” I added. “The thing’s in pretty bad shape. If you push it too hard, we’ll have to cut you out of it.”

      Skrew nodded, turned, and bounded away. Just moments later, he’d disappeared into the charred remains of the nearby woods, and almost immediately the heavy footfalls faded into the distance.

      I turned to the priestess as she discarded her heavy clothes and revealed a petite woman in a close-fitting shirt and tights. Her hair was short and pulled into a tight ponytail near the crown of her head. She was slender, and her breasts were small but well proportioned. She had an air of confidence, bordering on arrogance, which I found charming for someone so unassuming.

      She was busy checking me out as well. She started with my face, paused at my chest, then paused again at my groin. Although she had a look of innocence about her, I got the idea that she was anything but that. Her youthful appearance hid the fact that she was more than experienced. I had to remind myself that we weren’t out of danger yet, and reinforcements could be, and likely were, on the way.

      Then, her eyes stopped and settled on Ebon, still in my hand. I was worried she might have felt threatened by it, but when I started to put it away, she touched my hand. Hers was cool with thick calluses on her palms. She was used to working hard with them, and I suspected there was more to her than met the eye.

      “Where did you get that?” she asked as she gently touched the handle with a finger. “It’s Void-tech, isn’t it?”

      I nodded and pulled Spirit-Watcher from under my shirt. “So is this, I think.”

      The priestess gasped and stared wide-eyed at the device. “May I?” 

      I looked around—there were no thrums from approaching hovertanks, and there was no evidence of approaching troops. We had a little time, and, more than anything, I if she could make sense of what she saw through the thing.

      “Priestess—” I started to say as I handed Spirit-Watcher to her.

      “Call me Nyna,” she interrupted. “Only the Ish-Nul call me a priestess. They’re baffled by the tech I…” Her voice trailed off as she placed the visor-shaped device over her eyes.

      She turned her head left, right, up toward the sky, then back to me. “You’re Void-touched,” she whispered. “I can see it. So are your companions. You’re all Void-touched.” She turned to the forest. “Oh, and the fires in the forest are out, but it looks like the main powerplant is gonna burn to the ground, you know? Yeah, you really messed it up good, but that’s fine with me. Screw them, you know?”

      “Yes,” I said, “we are Void-touched. I was led to believe you could help us get some information. When I asked the Ish-Nul about you, they said you’d been taken. That’s how we learned you were here.”

      I wasn't sure she was paying attention to my words. She was digging in her backpack again, which I could then see was covered in intricate beadwork, painted shapes, and runes. The biggest, most prominent shape was the two-pronged trident, the symbol of hope.

      When she pulled her hand from her bag, I reflexively grabbed the muzzle of the pistol in her hand and twisted it from her grasp.

      “Ouch!” she complained. “It’s not loaded. I was going to offer it in trade for the… what do you call this?” She pointed to the visor.

      “Sorry,” I said as I inspected the pistol. “It’s called Spirit-Watcher. The previous owner said anyone who looks through it can see into the spirit world. It looks like some kind of scanner to me. Or a data terminal, maybe.”

      “Oh,” she said in a dreamy voice as she continued to look around, “it’s so much more than that.”

      The alien pistol she handed me appeared to be a mixture of Void-tech and well-constructed local technology on par with the electronics on the inside of Skrew’s mech. I suddenly thought of Skrew heading straight toward the Ish-Nul, who would have no warning. A sinking feeling hit me right in the guts.

      I aimed the pistol at a nearby building and pulled the trigger. Nothing happened. There was nothing about it—not the weight, no electronic indicators, or even a dial, to tell me whether it was ready to fire.

      “Told you it was empty,” Nyna said, “but the Fex in your pocket should power it just fine.”

      “How did you know?” I asked as I retrieved the small orb.

      She smiled and tapped the visor. “It’s amazing what these things reveal.”

      “Can they reveal a quick way back to the Ish-Nul? We need to get there before Skrew and make sure they don’t panic and attack him.”

      “No worries,” Nyna laughed. “We’ll get there long before he does. I’m looking at the data from four hoverbikes right now. They’re in that building over there, and they’re already powered up. Look like fresh charges, too, so we won’t have any problem with them. Oh, and they have spare batteries as well!”

      I pressed the Fex against the pistol as we followed Nyna’s indications. A moment later, thin, blue lines along the barrel and frame began to glow, before going out. I took aim at the burning central building and pulled the trigger. I was not disappointed.

      A white-hot ball of energy blasted out from the pistol and burned a two-inch hole through the metal. I aimed again and held the trigger down. Instead of firing like a machine gun, though, the blue lines got brighter, and the gun grew warmer. When I let go two seconds later, the white ball of energy that erupted from the pistol was as big as my fist. When it struck the building, a six-foot-wide section of the wall dissolved into white-hot ash.

      “Stop playing with your new toy?” Reaver scolded. “We need to go.”

      “Agreed,” I said, admiring my new hand-cannon. I missed having a ranged weapon.

      Reaver was looking better. Part of the benefit of being Void-touched was our ability to heal quickly. Plus, the rocket had burned off enough of her shirt that I could see the bottom edges of her breasts, which was always a pleasure. She caught me looking and feigned shyness as she covered them with one of her arms.

      When we got to the building a few seconds later, she and Beatrix ripped the door off what turned out to be a fully equipped hangar. I hoped we’d also find a nice hovertank, fueled up and ready for the taking, but there were only hoverbikes inside. They all already had a security matrix inserted. We each selected one and took off toward the quarry to pick up Yaltu.

      “Oh, nice, that’ll spare our legs,” she said as she waved a hand at my transportation. She hopped on the back, holding me tightly, and offered a small wave to Nyna, who returned it with a smile. A few seconds later, we were on our way.

      Instead of trying to go through the forest, dodging trees and avoiding the hidden wildlife, we opted to take a slightly longer path to the beach. From there, we’d be able to see threats from a long way off and travel faster.

      The sea air was a little cold, especially at our speed, so Yaltu was holding me tight, warming herself against my body.

      On the beach, Nyna slowed down until she was riding alongside me. “Thank you for rescuing me,” she said. “I don’t know how long I would have been left there if it wasn’t for you.”

      “You’re welcome,” I said. “Why did they kidnap you, anyway? What did they have you doing while you were there?”

      “They took me because I fix things. They used to have a mechanic a while ago, but when I got there, the place was in shambles. At first, I refused, of course. But then, they threatened to hurt the other prisoners. I didn’t believe them… so they killed one. They said they’d kill the rest if I didn’t help. So, I helped.”

      “And how did you get the pistol?”

      “It was left behind by their last mechanic. There was a bunch of Void-tech in there. I gathered it all into my backpack.” She reached back with one hand and patted the bottom of the bag. “There’s a lot in here I don’t understand yet. But I’ll figure it out. I always do.”

      “Who ordered you to be kidnapped?” I asked. “Was it Demetrios?”

      Nyna shook her head. “No, it was Tortengar, the bastard.”

      I gave her a blank stare.

      “Oh, you don’t know about him? He’s the grand… ruler… whatever, of Thaz’red, another city. It’s big, and closer to the Ish-Nul than Brazud or any other major city. Tortengar is all about power. Real power, like what the powerplant was producing, and the imaginary stuff, like having weapons, slaves. Really, I think he’s a wimp who talks a good game but couldn’t back it up in a one-on-one fight.

      “He’s got this stupid costume he likes to wear all the time. I saw him once when I visited Thaz’red looking for more Void-tech. He had about a hundred slaves carrying him on this big covered sissy-wagon-thing without wheels. He had a bunch of guards, too. He’s a total loser. His whole business is about taxing people, building, always building, and buying and selling slaves. He’s the big patron of the slavery system. Every time a slave is bought or sold, he gets to tax it. People pay him even if they’ve never been to Thaz’red. I’d like to teach that bastard a lesson, you know?”

      I did. I started imagining all the horrible things I’d like to do to him, when Nyna started talking again. The woman had a lot of words. Maybe it was just because she’d spent so much time locked up alone.

      “I’d like to cut his toes off, cook them up all nice and neat, and feed them to him. Maybe I’d cut his arm off next. Nice and slow, give him some time to recover from the first harvest before. Or, just his foot. I’d want it to last a while, you know? Then, I’d gather up all his slaves, give them heaps and heaps of pebbles, and let them chuck them at him until they turned the bastard to mush or buried him alive. Could be kind of therapeutic for them, don’t you think?”

      “Could be,” I said with a nod. 

      Nyna sighed. “You’re cute. Are you taken?”

      I opened my mouth, but no words came out. It wasn’t what I’d been expecting.

      “He’s not taken,” Yaltu said. “He’s shared. Are you okay with that?”

      Nyna looked me up and down again, a thoughtful, critical look in her eye, as if I was some kind of circuit she was inspecting before she plugged me into a power source.

      “Yeah,” she finally said, with a smile and a wink at Yaltu. “I’m totally okay with that.”
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      Our return trip to the Ish-Nul village took only a single night. The hoverbikes made the journey much faster than before.

      The village came into sight just as the sun was rising over the ocean, and boy had it become an impressive sight. The entire settlement was surrounded by a 10-foot-tall palisade. The base was reinforced with two rows of spikes, all driven into the dirt and pointing outward at an angle. The gate was ahead of us.

      There were platforms at both sides, with a couple of sentries. As we approached at full speed, the gate swung shut, and several more villagers appeared over the edge of the wall.

      “Slow down!” I called to my team. “They’ll need time to recognize us before we get there.”

      We slowed almost to a crawl. I glanced over my shoulder and searched the distance for any sign of Skrew. When I found none, I sighed in relief. We’d have a chance to warn them of his approach long before he got here.

      “It’s Jacob!” someone on the wall said. The gate swung open, and we steered our hoverbikes inside.

      A dozen Ish-Nul approached and slapped me on the back. When they turned to Nyna, however, they changed completely. They turned serious, stared at the ground near her feet, and bowed.

      “It is good to have the priestess back,” they whispered, one at a time.

      Yaltu and I glanced at each other in confusion and waited until the rest of the rest of the village paid their respects to Nyna and left. The streets were clear, and there were only three people left outside: the sentries I’d seen earlier.

      “That was strange,” Yaltu said.

      “It’s how they treat me,” Nyna said with a shrug. “They think I’ll blow up or curse the village or something if they get too close or look at me. I’ve never hurt them. I’d never do that. But they don’t understand what I do. It’s just the way things are. It’s my place in the world.”

      Reaver gave her a quick hug, then went to move the hoverbikes out of the way.

      I noticed Nyna’s expression and slouch, the way she looked to the ground in front of her. She was lonely.

      “I get sad once in a while,” she said when she noticed me lingering. “Especially when something good happens in the village—like when they bring in a big kill, there’s plenty of food, but I have to eat alone. I usually just come to the village, pick up what they leave me outside the Great Hall, and bring it back to the temple.”

      Nyna lifted her eyes and studied my face. She looked away when Yaltu wrapped an arm around my waist.

      I brought Yaltu with me and put my arm around Nyna’s shoulder. She stiffened for a second, then relaxed when Yaltu put her arm around Nyna’s shoulders too.

      “We don’t fear you,” Yaltu whispered. “You’re welcome among us.”

      I took the opportunity of one of the sentries passing by to warn him of Skrew and the mech. He bowed and returned to his post to spread the news.

      I suddenly felt a soft touch on my back and warm breath in my ear.

      “Jacob,” Yaltu whispered, her hand warming the small of my back. “I need some… attention.”

      I turned to her, a question on my lips, but once I saw the dreamy look in her eye and the small smile curling her lips, I knew exactly what she meant.

      “Oh—” I started.

      “And so does Nyna,” she said. “I have told her we don’t mind that we share you among us. I’ve also told her you could handle us.”

      At first, I wasn’t certain I understood what she was talking about. I glanced at Nyna and saw how she drank me in as she bit her bottom lip, stopping more than once at my crotch.

      The Paladin, the priestess, and the seductress, I thought, laughing out loud.

      Yaltu giggled and motioned for Nyna to follow as she dragged me toward our small hut by my hand. When the priestess caught up, Yaltu took her hand as well, only letting go when we reached the short stairs and had to walk single file into the hut.

      Yaltu closed the door and approached Nyna, who was standing stark still, staring at me like she wasn’t sure what to do. Yaltu wrapped her arms around the younger woman from behind with a lopsided smile on her face. Without a word, she deftly opened Nyna’s trouser buttons, making sure to take her time and let her hand gently slide around the region, and let the garment fall to the floor.

      Nyna’s body was beyond any beauty I could have imagined. Her skin was flawless, smooth. Her legs were toned and shapely, and I immediately pictured them wrapped around my hips, me gripping her ass as she held me inside of her with a strength that almost hurt.

      I must’ve made a face, because when my eyes met Yaltu’s, she held onto my gaze and slowly, very slowly, began pulling Nyna’s shirt up and over her head. At a moment that couldn’t be timed any better, just when the shirt was about to reveal them, her breasts fell free and bounced once. Her nipples were small, pink, and boy were they stiff. No wonder—I knew what Yaltu’s touch could do to you.

      It took me a moment to catch my breath and remember my part in this. I almost laughed when I realized how I’d been standing there, feeling too lucky to believe it was real, but I played it cool. It was a moment I wanted to savor.

      Yaltu watched as I removed my shirt and trousers. She whispered softly in Nyna’s ear as she removed her own clothes, then gently moved her hands over the younger woman’s body, caressing curves and hair, occasionally squeezing softly. “Go to him,” I heard her say.

      Nyna looked like she wanted to pounce on me—like she wanted to run, tackle me, and make me her own. As she took her first step, I noticed how hard she was breathing. She took another, unclenched fists I only then realized she’d made, and pounced. I made no effort to avoid her as we collapsed to the blankets and furs piled on the floor.

      The rest of the night was filled with frantic hands, thrusting bodies, and Yaltu’s very satisfied face.

      In the morning, I awoke to find myself completely surrounded by naked women. The heat from the bodies pressing together was like an oven, and I wondered how I’d managed to sleep so long. Then, I remembered the amount of effort I’d contributed to the scene the night before. I’d been exhausted, completely tapped of all physical resources. I smiled and wondered if I could have done that before the Lakunae changed me. The five satisfied, sleeping women around me confirmed it didn’t matter. I was happy, and so were they.

      I extracted myself as slowly and as quietly as I could. Nyna woke for a moment before I covered her with a fur blanket. Reaver scooted over to the spot I’d vacated and wrapped an arm around the priestess, who returned the embrace before going back to sleep. All I could do was shake my head and smile before I got dressed and headed outside into the cool morning air.

      I hadn’t fully appreciated that the Ish-Nul had built more than just the palisade. What I’d absently assumed might be new homes near the corners of the village I then recognized as ballistae, similar to the ones the Ish-Nul used to harpoon huge fish and drag them from the ocean. The design and shape of the ballistae suggested they could be lifted with only a moment’s notice, so they could be fired over the defensive wall, then lowered to keep them safe from return fire or to be reloaded, or both.

      “What do you think?” Timo-Ran said from behind me.

      “I think you did great work,” I said. “These ballistae are large enough to knock down a decent-sized hovership—maybe even a hovertank. The fact that you’ve got them concealed behind the wall will add an element of surprise that our enemies won’t be expecting.”

      “It is good work,” Timo-Ran said as he stopped beside me. “And now we have defenses, I have warriors who are ready to fight alongside your growing army. We wish to free our kin from Thaz’red. We are ready to fight beside you and die in your service. And, with our defenses in place, I am confident my people will be safe while some of the warriors are away.”

      I wished I was more shocked, but I’d been expecting the pronouncement. I’d even been considering asking them, but had held off becauseI knew that if I asked, the whole village would pack up and move out without a moment of hesitation. I also knew that volunteers would fight harder than those who fought only because they were ordered to.

      “I appreciate that,” I told him. “Our goal isn’t a minor one. To free the Ish-Nul, then free the entire planet from the Sitar. But we’ll need to raise an army. We’ll need to show the people they can fight. We’ll need to show them how to defend themselves, and empower them to do so. We need them to believe they can win.”

      “I believe we can win,” Timo-Ran said, looking at me intently with his dark-blue eyes. “I know we can win, and I’m willing to die to prove it.”

      I nodded slowly. “Then, I’ll make sure you get your opportunity—not to die for your cause, but to make our enemies die for theirs.”

      He laughed and slapped me on the back before he turned back to the nearest ballista. “I look forward to it, my captain. When do we leave?”

      “Just as soon as I get a chance to visit the Void Temple,” I said. “I have questions I can only get answered there.”

      Timo-Ran grunted.

      “Tell me of the priestess,” I said. “She’s nice enough, but what do you know of her? Was she always a member of the Ish-Nul?”

      He grunted again and scratched at his beard. “She’s not a member of the Ish-Nul. We have given her a place of honor, but not membership. If she asked for it, she would have it, but she doesn’t ask for anything.

      “She first came to us five big cycles ago. It was in winter, I remember, because although she had some furs, they were of poor quality. There was a storm, and the snow was almost up to my shoulders. She was cold and starving, probably lost. The men were interested, of course, but she was in no condition to talk, so the village brought her into the home you’re staying in now. It used to belong to another, but she had already rejoined the Void.

      “We fed the poor woman and warmed her cold bones. When she’d regained some of her strength, she began to speak, and didn’t stop for hours.”

      “Yeah,” I laughed, “she does like to talk.”

      Timo-Ran grunted again. “It was not so much the number of words, though that was odd. It was what she was telling us. She said she’d spoken to the Void Gods. She said they told her things, and that she’d annoyed them. I can’t imagine how.”

      I wasn’t sure if I should laugh or not, so I kept a straight face.

      “What did they tell her?” I asked.

      He shrugged and glanced around. “It doesn’t matter,” he whispered. “The Void Gods listen. They don’t speak. Personally… I think the priestess is mad. The others think maybe the Void Gods speak only to her, which is why they call her the priestess. That, and the things she does.”

      “Like?”

      He looked around again before answering. “She has things, like your sword, but different. She uses them to cure illness and heal injuries. She has repaired broken tools and weapons. She has never harmed us, but these things are… unnatural. I don’t understand them.”

      And so, he fears them, I thought to myself. If he was going to help me defeat the Xeno, he, and everyone who thought like him, would have to get over their superstitions and fears. They’d have to learn to embrace change and technology, even the things we ourselves couldn't fully explain. We needed every advantage we could get, and we needed to embrace every tool at our disposal. I made a mental note to discuss this with him when the time was right.

      I returned to my hut, and when I opened the door, was welcomed by the wonderful smell of cooking food. Reaver, Yaltu, and Enra were already eating. They waved at me and smiled. Nyna and Yaltu were sitting by the small fire, turning vegetables and chunks of meat they’d skewered on sticks and arranged close to the flames.

      “Good morning,” Yaltu said as she leaned around Nyna and smiled.

      Nyna didn’t turn to look at me, but she did smile, and I thought I saw the hint of a blush rising on her cheeks. I didn’t blame her; she’d probably surprised even herself the night before. I was certain that, had I not been Void-touched, I would have been too sore to walk for at least a day.

      I sat down next to Nyna and accepted two skewers she passed to me, along with a wooden bowl and a spoon. I pushed the meat and vegetables off the skewer into the bowl and ate a few chunks while the women talked about the defenses, the food, and what they knew or had heard about the city of Thaz’red.

      “Nyna,” I said when I’d finished my food, “I need to visit the temple. I have questions that I believe can only be answered there. I need to find my people, and I think they’re in Thaz’red, but if not, I need to know where they are.”

      She stared at me as she chewed thoughtfully. “What makes you think you can get those kinds of answers there?”

      “It’s a Void Temple, right? So it’s full of Void-tech?”

      Nyna looked down. “No one has wanted to visit the temple in a long time. The Ish-Nul say it’s a place of danger. They’re not wrong—but they aren’t right, either. Everything can be dangerous until you understand how to use it, you know?”

      “I absolutely do,” I said. “Will you take me there?”

      I had to fight the urge to repeat the question when she didn’t react for a moment. It was obvious to me that the Void Temple was a part of her life she had kept private, one that she wouldn’t share easily. I wanted it to be on her terms.

      “If we leave now,” she finally whispered, “before I change my mind.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      Nyna and I had left the others at the village and were now screaming through a steep mountain range on a single hoverbike. Since Nyna knew the way, it only made sense to let her drive. But man was it a scary ride—and she was wearing her colorful backpack, so I couldn’t hold onto her properly. She took turns hard enough to rip a normal passenger from the seat, jumped over gulleys wide enough to get a hovertank stuck, and careened around the edges of seemingly bottomless chasms. At one point we even had to make our way down to the gullies and dodge the huge boulders dotted around them. But before long we re-emerged to the smell of the ocean.

      “Couldn’t we have just traveled along the beach?” I asked.

      She laughed. “Yes, but I had to make sure we weren’t being followed! And, how boring would that have been? Life’s too short for flat beaten tracks.”

      I laughed and shook my head. She was a unique girl, and I looked forward to getting to know her better.

      Ahead, I caught sight of a strange rock formation. There was a ring of evenly spaced stones of roughly the same size, surrounded by broken, cracked ground. For ten yards around the stones, nothing grew—not even the strong-willed weeds I’d seen in every corner of this planet.

      Also the treeline didn’t approach the stone circle. It seemed that the forest had either decided the place was either too frightening or too nutrient-sapped. It sure was a frightening sight.

      Nyna powered down the hoverbike some ways off, and we climbed off.

      “Follow me,” she said. “And I mean it. You have to walk where I do. No shortcuts.”

      The ordered stones I’d noticed were only the first of five. As we traveled a straight path through the first gap, we turned left onto a path created by the second line of stones. When I reached out and touched one, the tan-colored dirt adhering to it fell away. Underneath, the stone was completely black and appeared to reflect no light.

      I was awestruck. The name “Void Temple” meant so much more than the words could possibly convey.

      After the second line of stones, we turned right and circled a third ring of shorter stones within the second ring. They were still taller than me, and Nyna’s warning reminded me to keep my desire to jump and peek over in check.

      We passed another gap in the stones, though this one seemed to have been caused by damage. Stubs of stones peeked from under the tan soil. When Nyna saw me looking, she took my hand and pulled me on.

      “We don’t go across the broken stones,” she said. “Others have and learned the hard way. Don’t ask me how or why, but if you step across them, you get burned to ash. I haven’t personally witnessed it—but once I found a vrak’s foot there. The stub at the ankle looked like it had been forgotten on a grill for a night.”

      I gave her a military salute and a lopsided grin before following her on. We turned left at the next gap, then right, then took another right, and finally reached the last circle of stones. These only reached up to my shoulders, and though I could see over them, I didn’t stick my head over to peek. I was dying to see, but we’d have an unobstructed view in just a few steps.

      I was beginning to feel something, but I couldn’t put my finger on what. Something was telling me I was heading in the right direction. I was making something, somewhere, happy. The feeling was like a soft, loving caress from a cadaver.

      

      Yes. Gather them here. Gather our artifacts in this place. We are pleased.

      

      I wished they’d stop doing that. There was something in the words and the tone that set my teeth to chattering. The Lakunae had given me power, endurance, and strength. They’d also shanghaied me, but that was another matter. I’d made friends, found lovers, and was saving a whole planet I hadn’t even known existed before. Yet I couldn’t get rid of the suspicion that there was more to this than the simple quest they’d sent me on. It was like someone had baked me a birthday cake and frosted it with buttercream but spiced it with tiny shards of broken glass.

      When we reached the final gap, Nyna halted and stopped me with her hand. Then she closed her eyes, crossed her arms across her chest, and fell silent. I watched her for several seconds and wondered if she was speaking to the Lakunae. It wouldn’t surprise me if they themselves had constructed the temple and required the offering of someone’s time in order to enter. That could explain why the curious vrak hadn’t survived. They weren’t a patient species.

      I wondered if it might be nothing more than a ceremony, something she did out of reverence. Out of respect for the difficult thing she was going, bringing a stranger to her cherished temple, I waited silently for her to finish whatever she had to do.

      About a minute later, Nyna opened her eyes, raised one finger, pointed it toward the gap, and slowly stretched her arm out. To my surprise, her finger stopped in mid-air as if it had hit something. When she drew her finger back, there was a soft, electronic beep, and a round-cornered door materialized.

      I gasped. Even though it slid open without a sound and appeared to be made of the metallic equivalent of the stones surrounding it, the shape of the door was unmistakable. This wasn’t a temple. It wasn’t even a building of any kind.

      It was a starship. 

      It was mostly buried underground, but whether it had crashed or the original crew had concealed it, I couldn't be sure. It still had some power—enough to open the hatch on top and bring us down. There had to be power to make the dust-covered crystals dangerous, too. Without the ship being operational, though, I had no way to see what its capabilities were. I couldn't even tell how big it was.

      Nyna motioned for me to follow her while she leaned left and right to check behind me. If anyone would understand her caution, it would be me. If I was right, she was holding on to a secret that any leader would kill for. The worst of them would want to use the starship to dominate the entire planet. The Martian government could use the technology to enhance our own struggle against the Xeno. It could turn the tide of the war.

      The door slid closed, just as silently as it had opened, and everything went black. For a moment I wondered if I’d been struck blind, if the Lakunae hadn’t wanted me to see the interior of their temple, after all. But immediately the ceiling of what turned out to be a three-foot-wide cylindrical room illuminated and cast an eerie light over us.

      “Hold on to me,” Nyna said as she took my hand in both of hers. “In a second, we’re going to—”

      Too late. For a second, the floor fell out from under me, and I braced myself against the wall—we were moving down into the bowels of the ship fast enough to make my stomach feel weightless.

      We fell for what seemed like a full minute before the elevator came to a stop and the door opened onto—darkness. Nyna walked comfortably and confidently out into the ink ocean as though it was bathed in the same eerie light as the elevator. She was home.

      On her second step, lights began to flicker to life, revealing a wide room with a collection of shelves, boxes, and artifacts I couldn't even begin to guess the purpose of, along with tables and woven baskets. The room smelled musty.

      In the far corner to my left there was a bed that appeared to be made of sticks and twigs, expertly lashed together. The mattress was a collection of furs and blankets woven in the same pattern I‘d seen among the Ish-Nul. Boxes on the floor were festooned with bits and pieces of technology. Some appeared to be discarded bits of trash Nyna may have acquired from a junkyard. Others were most definitely Void-tech.

      “This is my home,” Nyna said. “It’s not much to look at, but it’s safe. You saw what it took to get down here. Nobody’s going to figure that out by accident.”

      “What did you do back there?” I asked. “How did you get the door to appear?”

      “Oh, that? The door has always been there. That’s why I’m safe and snug. The lift is here with me, so nobody can follow me down, as the villagers told you. I’m not sure how many tried, but someone must have or they wouldn’t say it, right?”

      I shrugged. “Sounds right to me. Another thing they said… how do you communicate with the Void Gods?”

      Nyna giggled, then stopped and covered her mouth when she noticed my serious expression. “Oh, you didn’t listen to Timo-Ran, did you? He’s got it in his head that I have some way to just chat with the Void Gods or something. You know, like we’re old friends and like to garden together and swap recipes.” She socked me playfully in the shoulder. “Don’t be disappointed. I do have a bunch of their stuff. Look!”

      She walked over to the shelf that ran alongside her bed and picked up three small objects before handing them to me. One was tube-shaped, about five inches long, and had a complex-looking pattern of thin filaments inside, all made of the same black Void-tech material Ebon was made of.

      The second was a pyramid of about the same size. It was a lot lighter than it looked, but I couldn’t see inside to determine whether it was hollow.

      The third looked like an ordinary spoon, except for the fact that it was made of Void material. I turned it over several times and held it up to the light, but didn’t discover anything new.

      “I call that one a plud,” she said. “I don’t know why. It just seemed like the name fit, you know? One of those things that seems to go together.

      “This one,” she said, pointing to the pyramid, “I call the pyramid. I haven’t thought of a better name for it yet—but it’s kind of a dull thing, so I don’t look at it a lot. It’s light, right?”

      “Yeah,” I said, trying to disguise my disappointment. “But, I thought I’d be able to come here for answers. Like, where my people are.”

      Nyna frowned and set her backpack on her bed. “There’s a lot here to look at, a lot I don’t understand. Maybe the answer can be found somewhere among all this?” She waved her hands at her collection of Void-tech.

      “Maybe.” I glanced around the room. “But tell me: what do you know of the temple itself?”

      “Not a lot, I guess. I know it’s old, and it’s been here a long time—long enough to grow those dust-covered crystals on the surface that look like pylons. But they could be part of the temple too. It has one room—this one—and, well, that’s about it.”

      “I think it’s something more,” I said. “Do you know what a starship is?”

      She shook her head.

      “It’s like a hovership, only bigger, faster, and far more powerful. Starships are able to leave the planet. Sometimes, they have massive weapons their crew can use to defend themselves or destroy their enemies. Nyna—this is a starship.”

      She turned around slowly, hands on her hips. “If it’s a starship, it’s not very big. How big did you say they were supposed to be?”

      “There must be other rooms somewhere,” I said. “A hidden doorway or something like that. There might be a control panel somewhere, and all we have to do is flip a switch to power the rest of the ship. It could be a power connector that’s come loose, or a display panel you haven’t found yet.” I paused. “How did you find the entrance to the temple in the first place?”

      “There was a storm,” Nyna said, “a bad snowstorm. There wasn’t a lot of wind, but it was coming down thick, piling up high. I started thinking I might be able to use the snow to my advantage. Since it packs so nicely, I wondered if I’d be able to build a kind of tent out of it, you know? I wasn’t sure if it would work, but I was getting kind of desperate. I was worried I’d get buried alive. So when I was picking my way through the rocks looking for a place to start building, I saw the snowflakes bouncing off of the temple door—no snow ever collects on it. I forgot about my snow house plan and found my shelter somewhere else. When the storm passed and I could come back, I tried to find it again. It was almost like I could see it, but not really. Like when you know there’s food cooking far away, and you can almost tell what it is, you know…”

      She trailed off and stared at the pyramid. I got what she meant. Especially after my encounter with the Lakunae, I’d had many such experiences. Intuition could be a powerful thing if you were open enough to listen to it.

      “Oh!” Nina suddenly said, startling me out of my thoughts. “I almost forgot I have Spirit Watcher.”

      She lunged for her backpack, dug around inside, and threw the device over her head.

      “Wow,” she whispered.

      “What do you see?” I asked.

      “You were right. This place is a lot bigger than I thought it was.” She turned her head slowly to the left, then to the right, up a little, then down.

      “Damn,” she breathed. “We’re more or less right in the middle of it. I see… power conduits, I think. And nodes. And so much information. It’s amazing. I can see layers upon layers of information. Just… wow.”

      “Anything that could lead us to some kind of secret door.”

      She studied her surroundings for several seconds before answering. “There are two doors, actually.There and there.” She pointed with her head. “But they’re broken. Or the thing that opens them is broken, I think. It’s there, under my bed. Will you…?”

      I didn’t wait for her to finish her sentence. As carefully as I could, I lifted her bed from the floor and set it against a wall. The floor was the same dark material as the walls and ceiling. The spot under her bed was completely smooth and featureless.

      “Here?” I asked as I kneeled down and waved my hand at the floor.

      “Yeah,” she said, kneeling next to me.

      She tapped the floor with a finger, shook her head, and tapped somewhere else. She bounced back a second and cocked her head. Then she explosively pushed the floor with her palm, and a trapdoor popped opened.

      “I found it!” she exclaimed.

      The door was heavy, but she managed to lift it, and we peered inside. There was a control box of some kind with strange circuits. The boards themselves were translucent rectangles, about fifteen inches on the long sides, four on the short sides. There were no wires, diodes, nanochips, or anything else I recognized as technology. All I saw was tiny scratches.

      Nyna yanked one of the boards free and held it up to a light on the wall. The scratches were perfect fine lines, circles, squares, and other shapes, combined in intricate patterns on both sides of the board.

      “Can you fix it?” I asked.

      “Yeah,” she whispered, “I think I can. But it’s going to take some time, probably days. It’s like learning how to skin an animal. You mess it up the first few times, figure out what doesn’t work, right?”

      “Yeah,” I said.

      I was happy for her, but I was also disappointed I couldn’t ride into battle piloting a huge Void-tech battlecruiser. All I’d have to do is park it above Thaz’red, fire a shot or two into the dictator’s palace, and demand Tortengar release his slaves immediately, including the Ish-Nul and any of my shipmates. If he refused, I could fire another few shots and collapse the place on top of him. That would be one problem solved.

      Then, I remembered the communicators I’d taken from the guards at the powerplant. I’d gotten so used to them, I forgot the power they held. 

      “What about these?” I asked, holding them out to her. “Any chance you could change their frequency so that I can use them without Tortengar’s thugs listening in?”

      She carefully took them from my hand. Her forehead creased as she inspected them.

      “Oh, I can do a lot more than that,” she said. “This design is primitive. These things are capable of doing so much more. Did you know that if you put them on your head, you can hear what someone on the other end is saying?”

      “Yeah,” I said, relieved they hadn’t gone to waste.

      “Gimme a minute or two,” Nyna said as she curled her fingers around the communicators. “You’re gonna love what I do with them. But I don’t think we have time to fiddle with this door right now. We’ll come back.”

      She dug in her backpack for a second before withdrawing a Void-tool that looked like someone had tried creating a screwdriver but ended up with something more like a corkscrew. She poked at the communicators for a minute and sent sparks flying twice before she declared victory.

      She turned her face to me, her eyes visored by the Spirit-Watcher, as she grinned. “Not only can you talk to someone all secret-like now, but you can do it from a long way off!”

      I held my hand out and inspected the devices. They didn’t look any different. “How far will they work?”

      “No idea,” she admitted, her smile unwavering. “Maybe forever, but at least from here to Thaz’red.”

      “Wow.”

      “Pretty neat, huh? I can see all kinds of things with this Spirit-Watcher. Things I couldn't see before. It’s like I can see how stuff is supposed to work, like those communicators. I can see how the blue circuits are supposed to work, too, but they’re a lot more complicated, it’ll take a while.”

      “Of course I understand. How long do you think you’ll need?”

      She turned her head back to the open hatch, studied it for a few seconds, and looked back. “Not sure. At least a short cycle. Could be a couple of long cycles.”

      “That’s fine,” I said. “I need to return to the village. What can you tell me about Thaz’red?”

      Deep lines of concern creased her brow. “Thaz’red is a pretty complicated city. It’s been destroyed and rebuilt so many times, nobody knows what to do anymore. Instead of fixing things, they usually just weld whatever broke and use it for the foundation of the thing they want to put on top of it, you know?

      “They don’t believe in recycling—not really. They just keep piling more crap on top of old crap until all they’ve got is a big, confusing pile of… well, crap. All the streets are crooked. All the buildings are connected to all the other buildings. There are no signs on the street. And either people run around bullying others, or they’re being bullied. It’s a bad place.” She set her jaw. “I should go with you.”

      I laughed and pointed at the hatch on the floor. “You think you can tear yourself away from this?”

      “It’ll keep,” she said. “What happens if you break something, or you run into a door you can’t get through, and you need it fixed? Or if the vrak’s mech breaks down, are you going to give him your new gun and let him shoot it around your head?”

      “Okay,” I said as I held my hands up in surrender. “You’re coming along. We’ll probably need a hacker anyway. Just do me a favor.”

      She raised her eyebrows questioningly.

      “Keep your pretty head down, okay?” I said. “I don’t want to lose you.”

      She smiled again. “I feel pretty around you already. But you can say it as often as you want. I won’t complain.”

      Nyna gathered her tools back in her backpack, closed the hidden trap door, and led us back to the elevator. We didn’t talk on the way up, but she did take the opportunity to reach her hand up the back of my shirt to rub my back. Her hand was soft, warm, and comforting.

      “You got a plan?” she asked.

      “Yes,” I said. “I’d like to go into Thaz’red and smash everything until I find my troops, but I know that isn’t wise. Instead, I’m going to split everyone into two teams. We’ll spread out, but not too far, and make our way to Tortengar’s palace.

      “From what you told me about him, I don’t think he’s tough enough to fight me himself. Instead, I think he’ll have a lot of guards, most of who will be untrained thugs who like to smash things. They won’t be a big problem.

      “But it’s also likely that he’ll have a few well-trained and well-paid elite troops. You saw what he did at the powerplant. I expect the next batch to be meaner than them.”

      The elevator stopped, the door opened, and we stepped out into the dusk.

      “Are you worried?” Nyna asked. She’d removed the Spirit-Watcher and was looking up at me with concern.

      I shrugged. “I don’t think I am. Not with a mech, a hacker, a dragon-woman, three Void-touched, and a bunch of bloodthirsty villagers as a team. I’ve done this kind of thing before. In fact, I’m looking forward to it. I hope I get to meet Tortengar face-to-face.”

      Nyna hopped onto the hoverbike and snorted. “We should make him eat some dirt before you pull his head off. Or a kakul. Something like that.”

      We both laughed hard as she took off back toward the village, this time taking the longer route along the beach instead of the twisting turns through the mountains.

      We returned well after sunset, but the entire village was waiting for us. Reaver was the first to approach us.

      “Discover anything helpful or interesting?” she said.

      “Yes,” I said as I glanced at those gathered around, “but I can’t tell you here. Let’s just say I’ve discovered that our old friend Revenge has a cousin. I met her today. Mysterious, dark lady, if you know what I mean.”

      At first, it didn’t seem that she did. She mouthed what I’d told her and, suddenly, things seemed to click into place as her eyes opened wide. Beatrix joined us at that exact moment, studied Reaver’s face for a second, then turned to me.

      “What is happening?” she asked.

      “I’ll fill you in later,” Reaver said out of the side of her mouth, then turned back to me. “So, do you think the cousin wants to be our friend?”

      “Yes, I think so, but she’s feeling a bit under the weather at the moment,” I said. “It’s probably going to be a little while. Maybe a year.”

      Reaver frowned and crossed her arms. Beatrix looked even more confused than before.

      “I need to make our plan for tomorrow,” I called out to the villagers. “But first, has anyone—”

      The sound of thundering footsteps approaching silenced everyone and turned their heads toward the gate.

      “What is it?” Timo-Ran called to the guard in the nearby tower.

      The guard, a woman, stammered for a moment, then turned to me. “I think it’s the vrak,” she said.

      “Open the gate,” I ordered. “I’ll go check for myself.”

      Two villagers removed the heavy log barring the gate while a third opened one side, then the other. Two lights bounced in the distance. Once in a while, they flashed brightly as their beams crossed the gate, but there could be no doubt. Unless there was another mech out there, and unless it was sent alone to the Ish-Nul, it had to be Skrew. He’d taken a long time to get here. The mech slowed as it reached the gate and stopped in front of me.

      “Skrew is here!” a thunderous voice announced from the mech. “It was long run, many jumping. Skrew got… why for are hands on ears?”

      “Skrew!” I bellowed. “Turn the damn volume down on that thing!”

      “Oh,” he said a moment later at a much more tolerable volume. “That does explain a many things.”

      “Like what? What took you so long?”

      “Well,” he started as he brought one of the smaller arms up to where a mech’s chin might be if it had one, “there was smashing. Much smashing. The pew-pew shooting of the baddies. Then, smash. More smash. Then, squash flat. But no more guard. Guard try to follow Skrew. So, Skrew smash. Another guard try to help. So, Skrew smash one with other. Did Jacob know if can pick up two guards and twist just right, heads pop at same time?”

      I peered into the darkness behind him. “I… wasn’t aware of that. Are you sure you weren’t followed?”

      The mech shrugged, a mechanical screeching noise accompanying the expression. “Not thinking so,” he said. “If so, the follow did get lost, too. Skrew was much lost and confused. But Skrew is here now. Skrew only needs nap and munchies. So many munchies. Maybe fishes. Or birds.”

      “I think we can find something. Bring that thing inside. Don’t step on anyone.”

      Skrew took slow, small steps as he maneuvered the mech into the compound. The villagers scrambled away as far as they could, before the hatch on the front of the mech popped open and the vrak climbed out.

      “Sure looks like he ran into some guards to me,” Nyna said as she picked at a burn mark on the mech’s leg. “They used energy weapons, but nothing burned through. Though, wow, something tore this thing up good! Look here! There’s a hole at least five inches wide and, oh, look, here’s another one. But this one’s not so wide. It looks like…” She turned to me and pointed to Ebon. “It looks like that, actually.”

      “Yeah,” I said. “Do you think it’ll stay together long enough for Skrew to use it in Thaz’red?”

      “It will after some minor repairs,” Nyna said. “An hour, maybe three. Wait a minute—that first hole… was that from the grip of your sword?” She laughed and looked back and forth between Ebon and the hole in the mech’s side.

      “Nyna,” Reaver said, “you can fix this?”

      “Yeah,” Nyna said with a laugh. “I can fix just about anything now. Especially since I have Spirit-Watcher.”

      Reaver turned to me. “Did you ask her about—”

      “These?” I said as I held the communicators out to her. “She says we’ll have a private channel. She’s not certain about the range, but she says it’ll carry at least to Thaz’red. They might work a lot further than that.”

      “How much further?”

      I shrugged. “The range could be unlimited. She’s the one who knows.”

      Reaver took them and handed one to Beatrix. “You go over there,” she told the gladiator. “I’ll go to the other side of camp. Let’s see how they sound.”

      Beatrix nodded and touched the device to her ear. When she let go, it stuck there. They smiled and sprinted to the far sides of the village walls.

      “What can I do?” Timo-Ran asked.

      “You can make sure everyone has eaten and that there’s breakfast and rations for tomorrow. We’ll need three days’ worth, in case we have to split up and make it back on our own. You never know. One thing I’ve learned as a military commander is that no plan survives contact with the enemy. All we can do is set goals and procedures, but seen as we don’t have three months for your basic training, we’re going to have to wing it.”

      “We’re no amateurs,” he said gruffly. “We know how to fight. We know how to kill. And, we will follow you. I have spoken to those I wish to go and those I wish to stay and defend our home. We all agree that all hopes for our future, peace for our kind, and our survival, are tied to you. All we want is to rescue our captured kin and live in peace, and we’re willing to fight for it.”

      “Good,” I told him as my heart swelled with pride. “You’ll have your chance soon enough.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      I bid Yaltu and Enra goodbye, promised to return, and ventured out of the Ish-Nul village alongside three of their warriors, Reaver, Nyna, Beatrix, and Skrew. I would have left him behind, but he was now inside a three-ton, ten-foot mech tended to do that, especially given the minigun encircling one mechanical arm.

      When we were at about a mile’s distance from Thaz’red, already we could find rubble and other evidence of destruction around us. Bits of piping and shards of rusted metal stuck out from the dirt like the bones of an ancient elephant graveyard. The closer we traveled to the city, the more frequent the bits became, until we actually had to slow down and watch our step.

      But we’d come as far as we could without splitting up. If anyone saw us together, they’d rightly assume we were an invading army. We’d have to be subtle if we wanted to get close enough to find my missing troops or beat the truth out of the city’s dictator. I hoped I’d have the opportunity to do both personally.

      Beatrix had her hammer, but until activated, it didn’t glow red with the angry little lightning bolts. Ebon was an unusual weapon, granted, but it wasn’t strange to be armed. Reaver had the gun she’d found in the guard armory when we’d escaped Brazud. She was wearing a short gray cloak that concealed it perfectly. Nyna had insisted on inspecting everyone’s equipment before we were allowed to head out. The only weapon which ended up needing adjustment was Reaver’s, and in ten minutes Nyna had it working smooth like it came from Tortengar’s very own guard.

      I wasn’t convinced the Ish-Nul would be useful in battle, but they’d earned the opportunity to try. Leaving them behind would have been insulting, and giving them a chance to shed blood—theirs and their enemy’s—would make them feel like they’d left their mark on the planet’s fate. They’d already earned their voice by their kindness, determination, shared wisdom, and battle prowess. The Ish-Nul, however, were not Void-touched, so I’d assigned them to my team. I’d place them where they could help, but where they wouldn’t be directly in the line of fire. I’d save fun and danger for myself.

      “But Skrew wants to smash!” the vrak wined through his mech’s external speakers. “Skrew has metal fists for to smash, and if not smashing is waste! Pleeeeeeease!”

      The tone of his whiny voice made my eye twitch and my teeth itch

      “Skrew,” I said slowly, “we already talked about this. If the people see a mech, they’re probably going to lose their minds and panic. Also, we stole that machine from the guy who runs the city. There’s a good chance he knows it’s missing, and if you roll up in it, there are going to be a lot of questions and a lot of guns pointed at us. I want you to stay here until you’re needed. Then, you can come in and smash stuff. But not before. Tell me you understand.”

      “Save some smashing for Skrew?” he said.

      “Of course, buddy. Now, stay out of sight as much as you can, but if you’re attacked, I expect you to smash your enemies into pulp. Pull arms and legs off, shove square pegs into round holes—all the good stuff, okay?”

      A second later, the hum of motors stopped, and the mech slumped into a squatting position. Skrew had powered it down into standby mode. I hoped that meant he’d wait for our call.

      “Radio check,” I whispered. The comm devices were far more sensitive than I’d expected. The fact that whispering was sufficient would be helpful.

      “Lima Charlie,” Reaver responded. “Bravo Team is ready to move out.”

      Bravo Team, as we decided to name it, consisted of Reaver, Yaltu, Enra, and Skrew. They were backup and overwatch. Their job was to observe, remain as clandestine as possible, and watch the back of Alpha Team.

      Alpha Team was myself, Beatrix, Nyna, and three Ish-Nul: Timo-Ran, Enra’s cousin Neb-Ka, and Tila, an older Ish-Nul female who seemed to make Timo-Ran a bit nervous. She carried two short-handled axes at her belt with long cords with loops at the ends. I wasn’t sure what, but she carried them like she knew exactly how to use them.

      “Head out,” I ordered. “Establish overwatch. We’ll try to come in on your left, depending on the terrain. Good luck, and—do me a favor.”

      “What’s that?” Reaver asked.

      “Don’t get dead,” I said. She didn’t respond. She didn’t need to. It was an order both of us knew she would do her best to obey.

      Overwatch was the military term for covering not only someone’s back, but also their front. Reaver would find a place for her team to remain as hidden as possible while keeping an eye on Alpha Team’s surroundings. If she saw anything we couldn’t, because we were too close to the action, chaos, or danger, she’d let me know or take care of it herself. Though she only had a pistol, I trusted her aim.

      I nodded to my team and, without a word, we started walking.

      The city came into full view as we crested the final large hill, and all I could think was, What a mess! I’d participated in wars against the Xeno and had even seen the aftermath of their attacks against far-flung Martian colonies. I’d seen what happened when a city or outpost had been left to rot, but nothing compared to the chaos before me.

      The skyline looked like a giant mechanical beast had fallen from orbit and, over the last hundred years, had been picked clean by metal-eating buzzards. Twisted lengths of metal columns reached for the sky like there was hope of escaping the chaos underneath.

      As my eyes drifted downward, the scenery became even more confusing with broken, bent, and corkscrewed girders creating a layered spiderweb-like nest underneath. Little columns of smoke were the only apparent signs that the city was occupied, though if someone had told me at the time that the fires producing the smoke had been burning for generations, I would have believed them.

      At the center of it all was another building, the only one with a distinct shape. It looked like a stadium from back home. We only had two, as buildable land was precious and the resources it took to maintain such a construction on the red planet were so high.

      The closer we got to the city, the worse the soil looked as well. The city of Thaz’red, it seemed, had grown from its center and spread like a noxious weed, consuming and corrupting everything it touched.

      The lush carpet of green and purple grasses and thin vines became paler, drier, and eventually bare. It was as if nature herself found the place abhorrent and unworthy of her touch. The city was an under-fed tumor that sent tendrils out to suck the life from the land and the people. The closer we approached, the more squalor and depression we witnessed.

      Most cities would have commerce, farming, or entertainment at the edge of town. There was usually room to expand there, and property was usually less expensive. That wasn’t what I saw, though. Instead, the deeper we delved into the town, the more chaotic and hazardous the conditions became.

      Rusty pipes that had broken ages ago stuck out from the ground, reaching for exposed ankles. If there had ever been a building on top of them, it was long gone, probably turned into another eyesore somewhere else.

      Small mouse-like things scurried from under large, twisted sheets of metal, and I saw more than one eating the remains of its own kind. It was the same with the city, in a way. It looked like it was in a constant state self-cannibalism.

      The outskirts of the city appeared to receive less attention than the interior. The buildings were sparse, with some built of small and medium-sized stones from an unseen quarry. Others were colorful shades of wood, though some were pained, mostly plain white. Most were welded, riveted, rusty metal structures like the junk-town of Madomar. Somehow, though, these seemed even less friendly.

      We continued forward despite the difficult-to-maneuver terrain and the threatening glances from the residents, some of whom looked as if they couldn't decide if we were something to run from, something to eat, or possibly both.

      We couldn’t trust any of them, even the elderly or those too obviously ill to represent any real danger. We were strangers. We didn’t dress or look like them, and we were obviously better fed. The team had to keep their heads on swivels. We couldn’t let the smallest sound go unnoticed. Every glance, shift of body weight, and gesture had to be watched closely.

      The others on my team were beginning to show signs of exhaustion from continuous stress. Little things like stepping on unnoticed bits of rubble and accidentally kicking small pebbles resulted in whispered curses. We’d entered the city amped up for a fight and hadn’t been confronted. The anticipation of a battle could be as grueling as the battle itself.

      “What do you know about Tortengar?” I said softly to Nyna, giving her and the others a minor yet much-needed distraction.

      “Not much,” she said. “He’s an asshole. But that’s common knowledge. Oh—I probably shouldn’t have said that out loud. Insulting the vizier is punishable by death or something like that, you know?”

      “No,” I said. “Martian law forbids disrespecting superior officers or displaying any other kind of insubordination. But politicians are fair game. They need to know when they’re making mistakes and hurting their own citizens. Without frequent feedback, they assume they’re always doing the right thing. Then, this happens.”

      I gestured toward a group of three young kakul, frog-like creatures with round, black eyes. They looked up to my team with hungry eyes. The ones I’d met before, when first entering Brazud, had been flying a small civilian hovercraft. They were fat, well-dressed, full of energy, and though they were terrible drivers, they tried hard.

      These young kakuls, however, were different. Their dark eyes were dull instead of bright. Their clothing looked like it was made of dish towels, and though it covered them well, it hung on their bodies loosely.

      While the other continued to stare, one of them stood up. They’d caught a small rat-like creature and were dissecting it, looking for tasty bits.

      “Nyna,” I whispered to her as she broke from the group and started walking toward the little hungry creature.

      The other kakul stopped dissecting the creature. I heard the popping of leather and knew some of my team were curling their fingers, either into fists or around the hilts of their weapons. I didn’t want a fight so far from the palace, though. It would give the guards a chance to find us and become suspicious long before we got the opportunity to question Tortengar personally. But we couldn't let one of our own get hurt.

      “Are you hungry?” Nyna asked the creature as it approached her.

      I took a small step to my right to make sure Nyna wouldn't be in the way if I had to charge in. Other than looking hungry and walking toward Nyna, the kakul wasn’t making any obvious signs of hostility.

      “Here,” she said, holding one of her cloth-wrapped rations out to the creature.

      The kakul stretched both arms out from barely a yard away and stared at the package for a moment.

      “Thank you,” it finally whispered.

      Nyna returned as it walked away, looking slightly alarmed at the team’s obviously defensive posture.

      “Sorry,” she said, “I probably should’ve warned you I was going to do that. I don’t eat a lot, so one of the rations I brought was basically extra, you know?” She turned and watched the two young kakuls as they carefully untied the ration and began to eat.

      “You are kind,” Beatrix said. “There are many who would look the other way. You are not like those people.” Her tentacle-hair undulated like waves on an ocean.

      “This is what Tortengar has done to his city,” Nyna whispered. “I used to come here to look for supplies. I found some good stuff too. Tech, but none of it was Void-tech. Sometimes, I’d find materials for other projects I wanted to do, but usually, nothing too fancy. Sometimes, I’d come here just to help out. The Ish-Nul don’t have a lot of need for someone who fixes things they don’t even use. But I haven’t been back here in three cycles, at least. It’s just too depressing.”

      “What does Tortengar look like?” I asked.

      I hoped when I found him, I’d know it right away. Then, the only decision to make would be whether to cut him in half vertically, horizontally, or diagonally. After I asked him a few questions, of course.

      “I don’t know,” Nyna said. “He dresses like he’s fancy or starving for attention, you know? All gold and red and shit like that. He usually has on a dress-kind of thing. A robe maybe. And a cloak, even when it’s hot. No hair on his face, and I don’t think he has any on his head. Maybe it’s normal for his kind.”

      She quieted as we walked between a couple of narrow buildings, ducked under a low-hanging, rusted metal pipe, stepped over another, and walked around a third that would have fit me inside that stuck straight up out of the ground.

      I craned my neck to see where it went, but it was swallowed up in the building overhanging six or seven yards above my head. A lizard-skinned alien was working on the side of one of the buildings with a small torch. The scaffolding he stood on was tied together with small bits of scrap wire and lengths of woven cloth. Keeping his job seemed more important than safety to the worker, even though starvation and falling 30 feet both resulted in death.

      “He’s tall,” Nyna continued as she gave a snoring alien who looked like a curly-haired porcupine and smelled of sulfur a wide berth. “Skinny, too. Which is kind of weird, because he’s super-wealthy. He could buy all the food he wanted.”

      Or something, I thought. So, I was looking for a skinny male of unknown species who liked to dress like a princess. Based on what I’d seen so far, I didn’t think I’d have any trouble finding someone dressed like he had all the money in the world.

      “He sounds like a typical slaver,” Beatrix scoffed. “They are weak, which is why they use intimidation to control others. I will take great pleasure in showing him what his internal organs look like.”

      I paused the team for a moment and tried to get my bearings. The streets—or the places streets might have once been—were little more than twisted, cluttered, winding dirt paths choked with waste, both mechanical and biological. We had to watch our step to avoid twisting an ankle or stepping in excrement. More than once, I heard an Ish-Nul curse under their breath. It was followed by the sound of a leather boot scraping against a conveniently placed shit-scraping surface.

      The crack and hum of a magnetic firearm caused us to duck and me to draw Ebon half way from its sheath. Everyone else on the street ducked, too, and took cover inside nearby buildings or by climbing into dark tangles of wires, pipes, and sheet metal.

      I couldn’t see who was shooting or what their intended target was.

      Nyna and I took cover behind a pillar that went to nowhere, which was twice as wide as my shoulders but reached only a few inches above them. Beatrix was taking cover behind a nearby building and had her tentacles woven into a tight braid. It was exactly like she’d done in the arena, and it brought back exciting memories of the first time we’d met. She was splitting her attention between peeking around the corner to see what our enemy might be up to, and what I was doing.

      She’s waiting for a signal, I realized. She learns fast.

      “That sounded close,” Nyna whispered. “A few dozen yards, maybe. Was that intended for us? Is someone trying to kill us?”

      I didn’t think so, but I also didn’t want to have a conversation about it, so I motioned for her to be quiet. Timo-Ran was behind a similar yet shorter pillar. He glanced my direction, then peeked over the top of his pillar when another shot went off and caused him to duck again.

      The rest of the Ish-Nul were behind him taking cover, sort of. Tila and Neb-Ka had gotten themselves tangled together behind a low pile of scrap that would barely provide enough cover for one of them.

      The next time Timo-Ran looked my direction, I motioned back toward the two Ish-Nul behind him. He turned his head, looked back to me and nodded. I could practically hear the groan in his expression. Welcome to leadership, I thought. Protecting your troops is all part of the job.

      Timo-Ran kept one hand on the pillar he was taking cover behind to keep himself from straying too far. “Hey,” he hissed, “hey!” Tila and Neb-Ka only managed to fight harder over the limited cover they’d found. I realized they hadn’t heard him at all, and he seemed to realize it too when he lifted his eyes to me, a worried expression on his face. Another shot, this one closer, caused Timo-Ran to duck and tuck himself close to his pole again. Tila and Neb-Ka struggled even more fiercely, and they began whispering harsh-sounding words at each other. I’d seen enough.

      Neb-Ka was twice Tila’s size. He should have seen it himself, left her there, and found better cover. Even if he were there alone, he wouldn’t be able to move without exposing himself. Now, both Ish-Nul were at risk. It only took me a moment to search for, find, and visually verify where he should be. It was time to move.

      “Stay here,” I said to Nyna. She gave me a look that told me she thought I was crazy to suggest she would do anything but stay nice and safe behind cover. I ignored her, drew my pistol, and pointed it toward where I’d heard the gunfire last. Then, I got up and strode across the street, gun held steady, Ebon still in its sheath.

      I got to Neb-Ka in three strides. He looked up at me a second before I grabbed a handful of his leather shirt and lifted him off the ground like a sack of groceries. Tila sneered at the man as I backed away toward the cover he should have taken. For a second, I was afraid she was going to kick him in the nuts.

      “Took care of a guard who had a bead on one of you,” Reaver said through the comm. “Looks like he was alone. He was drunk, or high, or something. And now, I have a rifle.”

      “Nice,” I replied.

      A few seconds later, I stood Neb-Ka up behind a heavy metal door, the only part left standing of a building that should have been torn down years ago. I planted him on his feet, none too nicely, and got right in his face.

      “Your job is not to save your own ass,” I growled, using the most intimidating voice I could muster. “Lesson one: your job is to save everyone else’s ass. Our job is to save yours. That’s the last time you get that lesson. If it’s your day to die, then it’s your day to die. Same with me. Same with our enemy. You get me?”

      He nodded, and the look in his eye was far from angry, offended, or hurt. It was shame. Good. Shame was self-directed. Shame was recognition he’d screwed up. Shame would drive him forward. It would be a lesson harsher than anything I could inflict on him.

      “Lesson two is this: our objective isn’t to die for our cause. It’s to make our enemy die for his.”

      His expression began to change from shame, to confusion, to a grim smile that made him look like a feral cat. It was perfect. I gave him a mostly friendly slap on his shoulder. He returned it, just as hard. That’s how men made up and remained friends.

      Moments later, I was back on my side of the street behind cover with Nyna.

      After a full minute, she peeked around her side of the pillar, looked around, ducked back, and turned to me.

      “Is it safe?” she asked. “Can we keep going?”

      “Not yet,” I said. “Look around you. The locals are still hiding. There’s a reason for that. Always watch the locals. They know what’s what around here.”

      Not long after I spoke,, my suspicions were verified when I heard the thrumming of approaching hover-vehicles.

      “Incoming,” Reaver’s voice said in my ear. “Two hoverbikes. Looks like local law enforcement. I’m about 50 yards to your six. I’ve got you in sight. They just passed us. We weren’t spotted. Better hide the gun.”

      I took her advice and snapped my fingers to get everyone else’s attention. When they looked, I showed them I was concealing my gun and sliding Ebon completely back into its sheath. They got the hint and did the same with their own weapons, trying to look as harmless as possible, which wasn’t as easy for the tentacle-headed Beatrix. She tightened her tentacles to look as much like a tight bun as possible. We pretended to be just another collection of concerned citizens waiting for law enforcement to save us.

      A few seconds later, two hoverbikes roared in from a side street and came straight for us. Their pilots were more of the one-eyed rushadas we’d killed when we’d rescued Nyna from the powerplant. They wore helmets that completely covered their heads, but the rest of their bodies were unmistakable leathery sacks of sinewy muscle.

      They carried short-barreled energy rifles, not the variety that had made the first noises earlier. If I killed the guards, I could take their weapons. My team could use them. I was the only one armed with anything for range. I wasn’t even sure the Ish-Nul knew how to use rifles, but a quick lesson could pay off huge dividends.

      Instead, I decided to wait and see what would happen. I made no move to draw Ebon or my pistol. The rushadas might take it as a threat and open fire first. I wasn’t worried for myself. I’d faced tougher odds against similar foes and knew how to handle myself. But I didn’t want them communicating back to their headquarters to call for more reinforcements.

      A moment later, another two shots rang out, soon followed by a third. The guards glanced at each other, probably speaking into their helmet communicators, and gunned their hoverbikes. They screamed past us, turned left around a tight corner, and disappeared from sight.

      “What’s going on?” Reaver asked.

      “Looks like they’re going after someone else,” I said. “Whoever’s shooting out there is about to—” My words were interrupted by the hiss of high-powered energy weapons discharging. “Correction: looks like someone just got what they were looking for, if what they were looking for was the attention of the police.”

      “Roger that,” Reaver said. “We’ll start moving when you do.”

      A few seconds later, the first dirty face peeked out from a creaking doorway into the street. It was soon followed by another a few buildings down. A third, the face of a small kakul—possibly the one Nyna had fed earlier—peeked around the corner of another building further down the street.

      “Now, we move,” I said to Nyna.

      She nodded and waved for the rest of the team to follow.

      I continued to guide the team in the direction of the most congestion. From what I could tell, the closer we got to the palace, the older the buildings became, and the more repairs and retrofits they’d been subjected to. It also meant our pace had to slow, as there were too many blind corners, obstructions, and sharp ends to watch out for.

      I could have cut my way through it all, but I couldn't tell what was important, what was powered, and what would fall down. Instead, we maintained our stealth.

      Reaver was having a more difficult time of it, though. As the buildings got closer together, her team was finding it difficult to keep us in sight. They were close enough that I caught a glimpse of one or all of them from time to time. Having our overwatch so near wasn’t ideal, but it was better than nothing.

      The palace came into view all at once. It was tall, but not as tall as some. It was wider than any building I’d seen within the city, though. Each of the two visible walls stretched to at least a thousand feet in width. It was well-constructed and looked like it could contain an entire town within its polished concrete walls.

      The exterior was tilted slightly inward as it reached for the sky, and, based on what I could see, I suspected it was octagonal in shape. From my vantage point, I also spotted a second tier, and possibly a third.

      There were no windows down low, but, starting about a third of the way up, the walls had horizontal indentations that were probably narrow openings. They traveled along the outside of the building in neat rows every twelve feet up to the top of the 100-yard-tall walls. It was an extraordinary amount of opulence compared to the city surrounding it.

      We’d approached on the side that seemed to have the main entrance. The palace was 50 yards away across open ground, which looked like it had been recently raked, then stomped into submission, then raked again. The dirt was parched and cracked. There weren’t even any weeds growing anywhere.

      There were two metal doors, the kind I used to see along the hulls of starships, and they presented a challenging obstacle. That, and the four-armed rushada guards, two hoverbikes, and mounted ship-sized energy weapon above the doors delivered the intended message loud and clear: Go away!

      I didn’t care about messages, though. Not when I had my own to deliver.

      “Damn,” Reaver said through the comm. “So, what’s the plan?”

      My plan was to charge ahead, draw fire long enough to allow the others to gain some distance, then take out the mounted energy weapon. The explosion would be enough to draw everyone’s attention, so I wanted to make sure my team was close enough to assist and help me get through the doors before reinforcements showed up.

      Immediately, my theory of plans existing basically to be changed was proven to be true, when reinforcements came ahead of schedule. Five large mechs came into view to my right. They walked close to the palace, weapons pointed toward the ground, so I didn’t think they were expecting a fight. They wouldn’t go down easy, though, so I began altering my plan in my mind, but had to change it again when something even more unexpected happened.

      As the heavy doors squealed open for the mechs, the third mech in the column suddenly turned on the fourth, kicked it between its legs, then punched it in its cockpit canopy. The others turned to see what was happening, already raising their weapons.

      “Surprise, poopy-heads!” the pilot of the third mech roared from its external speakers.

      I felt a wide grin spread across my face. Skrew, it seemed, had found a way in without attracting attention. I was growing more fond of this vrak every day.
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      The enemy guards turned to their left. The unexpected noise of one mech punching another was more than their discipline and training could manage. They raised their weapons, then lowered them almost immediately, unsure of what to do about the situation.

      “Hi, Jacob!” Skrew said over his external speaker. “Did try to hide for like said. But, someone did find. They say to come back. To get repair. So, did follow. Hold on.”

      Skrew picked up the mech he’d punched and set it back on its feet between himself and the others, who’d just started to raise their weapons. This way, Skrew could finish off the pilot inside the mech and use the unpiloted machine as a shield.

      “So, Skrew is here. Much smash, yes?”

      “Yes, Skrew,” I said over the comm. “Much smash!”

      Beatrix laughed, as did Reaver.

      “Shall we?” I asked both.

      “After you,” Beatrix said as she waved a hand toward the gate.

      I charged forward and shifted my pistol to my left hand so that I could draw Ebon with my right. The guards were jockeying for position, trying to get a clear shot at Skrew’s mech, but so were their allied machines. Skrew was an expert at causing confusion and mayhem.

      I wasn’t worried about the guards, even though I’d already learned how tough their kind could be. Nor was I particularly worried about the mechs, because Skrew was keeping them busy. My biggest concern was the huge, twin-barreled weapon slowly turning Skrew’s direction. Guns of that size were almost always found on capital ships or ships of the line. They were designed to punch holes in armor much tougher than any mech would be equipped with. If I didn’t take it out soon, Skrew wouldn’t last.

      I raised my pistol and held the trigger down to build up a charge. I wasn’t sure if there was any kind of invisible shielding around the gun, but a weapon like that was expensive to acquire, maintain, and power. If there was a shield, I had to destroy it right away. If there wasn’t, there was no such thing as overkill.

      Meanwhile, I caught a glimpse of Beatrix from the corner of my eye. She’d drop-kicked one of the guards, and as the creature skidded along the ground, she jumped on top of him like he was a skateboard. 

      Just as I released the trigger on my pistol and sent a huge, sparkling ball of energy at the mounted weapon, it also released a shot. Two enemy mechs were vaporized on the spot. The one Skrew was using as a shield took only a minor hit, but the explosion of vaporizing metal was enough to knock him off his feet.

      My shot hit before the gunner could fire again. The bolt was absorbed by an energy shield that sparkled with gold-colored lightning before brightening so much that I had to look away. Several small explosions told me I’d destroyed the shield generators. I fired again, relying on muscle memory to aim, and was rewarded by the satisfying hiss-boom of capacitors going critical. When my vision cleared a moment later, the gun was on fire, and two guards who had been too close when the explosion happened were picking themselves off the ground, looking dazed. Another quick shot from my Fex-powered pistol caused part of the gun to explode and catch fire. The gunner fell to the ground with a thud, his burned, smoking flesh hissing on the way down. It was then I decided it was my favorite gun ever. I was impressed.

      The dazed guard on the left began growling and hissing at the others. He first pointed at Skrew, then at Beatrix. He was obviously the leader, and he was my next target.

      I shifted my aim and brought the sights in on the guard captain’s head, but before I could pull the trigger, his comrade stepped between us. So, I shot him instead. He fell to his knees, hung there for a moment, then fell to his chest into the dirt, which greedily began drinking his blood. The creature’s head looked like a burned taco shell.

      Two more guards approached from my right. I wanted to end the captain first, but he was backing up toward the rapidly closing entrance to the palace while his comrades were already rushing in, firing their weapons. The coward would have to watch his troops die until I could get to him.

      I fired at the closer of the two guards, who ducked and rolled out of the way. As I turned to the second, the first sprang to his feet, then fell over dead when a smoking hole as wide as my thumb appeared in the side of his head. Reaver had scored a nice shot.

      The second guard screamed when I shot him in the foot. He stumbled and fell to the ground. I watched him unfurl his nasty mouth and expose rows of inward-hooked fangs as he tried to bite me when we passed. It wasn’t until he hit the ground and his head rolled away that the thing seemed to realize there was a serious problem. He didn’t do much thinking after that.

      I caught a shot on Ebon from my left. Four more guards had joined the fray and were kneeling and taking shots at my team as the huge doors to the place slid closed with a resounding gong.

      Of the two original guards, one was sparring with Beatrix, who seemed to be toying with the poor creature. Sparks were pouring out of his rifle, which he had begun using as a club. The other, the captain, was barking orders at the four who’d joined the others outside the gate. He was pointing at me, and I knew it was time to move.

      Two guards ran toward me as the other three, including the captain, fired their weapons. The shots were wild and poorly aimed. They were panicking. Good.

      I noticed Timo-Ran and Tila charging toward me just as Beatrix finished playing with her toy, charged her hammer, and vaporized the guard’s gun. She reversed the swing and hit him with an uppercut hard enough to flip the creature backward twice before he hit the ground.

      One guard peeled away from me to take on the scary, bearded human. The guard probably thought he was going to have an easy time of it. After all, what could one fuzzy human with an ax do? Timo-Ran showed him exactly what he could do when he threw the ax and it stuck in the creature’s leg.

      I’d never heard a rushada scream before. It was a hollow, wet sound, like the scream of a rabbit through a megaphone filled with pudding. It was horrible, and I almost felt bad for the thing.

      The creature stopped, and so did Timo-Ran, who took a knee and placed both palms on the hard ground. I wasn't sure what he was doing at first, until I saw Tila use him as a springboard. She curled into a ball and flipped head over heels. When she was close to the kneeling guard, she drew her small axes and cut deeply into both of his upper arms. He wailed again. The Ish-Nul weren’t as strong or as armored as their opponent, but what they lacked they made up for in athleticism and brutality.

      When he tried to stand, Timo-Ran kicked the still-embedded ax and dropped the creature back to his knees. A moment later, he fell forward, one of Tila’s axes protruding from the back of its skull.

      “I don’t have a clean shot!” Reaver said over the comm.

      “Help Skrew!” I ordered as I dove to the side, then blocked an energy bolt with Ebon.

      A moment later, angry, red energy bolts began peppering Skrew’s opponent. Reaver was methodically striking the mech, looking for weak points. Failing that, she’d try to focus on one important-looking part. By repeatedly blasting it with energy, she’d either overheat it or burn through. If nothing else, the mech pilot would be distracted, which would help Skrew, who was rolling to one side and firing, trying to keep his dead opponent in front of him as a shield.

      Skrew reached around his makeshift shield and spun his minigun up. I saw where he was pointing and knew that if he missed, he’d likely vaporize an ally, either Beatrix or one of the Ish-Nul. I inhaled, ready to warn everyone to get out of the way, but he lowered his gun and powered it down. He’d seen it too.

      “Ugly, poopy-headed butt-licker!” Skrew roared. He lowered himself like a bull, raised his dead mech-shield, and rushed in, knocking his opponent to the ground.

      The enemy mech windmilled its arms. When it hit the ground, it accidently fired its minigun, turning two of the remaining guards into pink mist. Skrew began beating his downed opponent with the dead one he’d been using as a shield, a string of curses accompanying every blow.

      Beatrix rushed in, a snarl on her lips. “Save the captain for me!” I ordered, hot on her heels. Both guards opened up on her. She blocked every blast of their energy weapons with her hammer until it was a beacon of death, bright as a welding spark.

      Her opponents stopped firing. They were probably blinded by the light, just like me. A moment later, I heard a small snap followed by a sizzling scream. Then, there was silence. When I looked again, the captain was alone, except for Beatrix, who was holding him in place with the threat of her dimly glowing hammer.

      I approached at a brisk pace. I could’ve run, but I needed him to see me—to understand that death was approaching. When I neared, he turned his head toward me.

      “Open the gate,” I ordered him.

      If the creature understood me, he didn’t act like it, so I pointed emphatically.

      “Open the gate!” I repeated.

      Still no response. Fine, I thought. I’ll do it the hard way.

      “End him,” I ordered. Beatrix was more than happy to oblige.

      Meanwhile, one of Skrew’s smaller arms was buried deep inside his opponent. He mumbled as he fished around inside. Then, he hesitated a second before pulling half the pilot out through the hole he’d made.

      “Eww,” Skrew said as he dropped the guard’s bleeding upper half on the ground, then proceeded to wipe his mech’s hand on the downed mech’s frame.

      “Status!” I said over the comm.

      “Well—” Skrew started.

      “We’re whole,” Reaver said as she jumped from her perch and landed next to me. “Bruises and minor cuts and scrapes, but no casualties. Lots of dead baddies. Want me to count them?”

      On a normal mission, I would want a body count. But here, it didn’t matter.

      “Negative,” I replied. “Set a guard. Cover us while we figure this out.”

      I turned to the doors and jammed Ebon into the seams. I pulled hard to one side, but nothing happened. I pushed, ang again nothing happened. I drew the blade free and took a slash, and though I cut several inches into the thing, it hadn’t felt like I’d done any real damage.

      “May I?” Beatrix asked. I nodded and took a step back.

      Beatrix’s hammer began to glow brighter and arc small lightning bolts across its surface. When it reached a charge that seemed satisfactory to her, she swung hard. The resounding gong stunned all of us for a second.

      “It is only a dent,” she said after she inspected the place her hammer struck.

      The problem with doors, I mused, was similar across all species and places. Governments and private citizens made the same mistake. They used expensive locks and materials. They reinforced the hinges. They even used locking bolts, like banks once used to protect money. But most people didn’t think about the wall next to the door.

      “Try here,” I said, pointing with Ebon to a spot on the concrete about three feet to the door’s left.

      Beatrix looked at the spot, then back to me, and smiled. “Do you think they got cheap on the construction?”

      I shrugged. “Only one way to find out.”

      Beatrix motioned for everyone to step back, charged her hammer, and swung hard. I wasn’t sure what I expected to happen. Maybe an explosion of rock and rubble. Maybe a huge shower of sparks. Instead, there was a grunt from the gladiator, the thud and sparks of the impact, then nothing.

      “Now what?” Timo-Ran asked.

      His answer was a laugh from Beatrix. She kicked the spot she’d struck, and the concrete fell away like a neatly piled column of sugar. The wall was thick, but it was only a wall. There was no reinforcement, and Beatrix had just made a new entrance.

      “After you?” she invited.

      “Don’t mind if I do,” I said with a smile.

      Reaver took a position behind me and placed a hand on my shoulder so that I’d know she was there. It was part of our training, called “stacking up.” Normally, there’d be four of us, and we wouldn't have announced our presence so long before entering, but we did what we had to do. I waited for the signal that the team was ready and focused on the breach.

      The hole was almost as tall as me, but it was narrow. I’d have to go in sideways, and I had no doubt I’d instantly be subjected to enemy fire, so with Ebon held vertically, I waited.

      The signal came a few seconds later when Reaver squeezed my shoulder. I moved, entered the breach, and shot the first enemy who presented himself—a vrak who was climbing into a mech. There were two others, but their canopies were open, and I could see they were unoccupied.

      The room was dark except for the top and bottom edges of the polished concrete walls. Hidden blue lights cast an even, deep glow over everything from high and low angles, which created a cool effect on the frames of the mechs. They were mounted to the floor by some kind of mechanical locking system. The presence of tools, small workstations attached to the walls, and diagnostic equipment made it clear that it was a garage or staging area. Probably both.

      The floor was only polished in the center of the room. The rest had a sheen that reflected the hidden lights, but it was uneven, and I suspected it was caused by years of oil buildup.

      The room was about ten yards wide and a little longer, and on the far end was another door almost as wide as one of the doors we’d just avoided. It didn’t look like it was as heavily armored, though, and the ornate designs, most of which seemed to be exotic flowers, wouldn't help with the door’s durability either.

      “Reaver,” I ordered, “find out how they open the doors. Bring Skrew inside, then close them again. After that, get him to drag one of these mechs over to our breach and make him stuff as much of it inside as he can. It should keep reinforcements out and prevent the doors from opening until we remove the obstruction.

      Reaver grabbed Neb-Ka, and together they started looking for a control panel, lever, or other type of control that would open the doors. A few seconds later, the doors began to rattle and move.

      I sent Beatrix and Timo-Ran to the door on the far side of the room to guard against anyone coming in from behind. Then, I took cover behind the mech on the right side of the room, the one the vrak had tried to get into, and aimed my pistol at the opening. If whatever came inside wasn’t a huge, metal war machine, I’d shoot it.

      Skrew’s mech was standing right in the middle of the opening. He was bouncing excitedly from foot to foot, shaking the ground as he did so. He looked as eager as I’d ever seen him, and for once, I found myself looking forward to the stories he’d tell after the battle. He’d have something to talk about for months.

      My first warning that there was a new threat was automatic fire from an energy weapon peppering the ceiling. I turned and saw her opponent flailing from her first strike as Beatrix’s hammer came around for another. Guards began pouring into the room. The first guard who tried to enter had a smoking stump of a neck where his head used to be. His body lay in a crumpled mess on the floor. The other guards stomped him as they rushed in.

      I’d expected more rushada guards like the ones we’d seen outside, but though the creatures pouring out of the open doorway were four-armed, there was no mistake what species they were. These were vrak. All of them.

      I began firing into the horde, as did Reaver, who, I knew, would have to split her attention between the immediate threat of the guards and the breach she was trying to cover. It wouldn’t do us any good to fight off one enemy only to be ambushed by another.

      The vrak kept pouring in, unintimidated by the bodies piling up in front of them. Some fired energy pistols. Others were armed with short, deeply curving blades. They all acted like death was something they looked forward to, and they didn’t care if it was theirs or someone else’s.

      “Die, bad vrak!” Skrew bellowed into the room as he opened up with his minigun. The reverberation, accompanied by the slam of Beatrix’s power hammer and the weapons fire from both sides turned the room into a white-hot symphony of death and destruction.

      When Skrew’s gun went silent a few seconds later, he charged toward the expanding cloud of enemy guards and began stomping, smashing, and throwing them. He staggered when one near the rear fired a small rocket that struck the vrak’s mech in the shoulder of one of the smaller arms.

      The Ish-Nul were fighting hard, but there were too many enemy vrak. The humans were being forced back into a corner. 

      Nyna was taking shots with a weapon she’d taken from a guard. Although her aim was inaccurate, firing into the center of a crowd of guards earned her plenty of hits. Yet, they continued to pour in. They continued to fight. It was then that I realized the worst.

      None of the guards made any noise. My team’s words were a cloud of profanities, curses, and challenges. They grunted with effort, and when a guard managed to slash Beatrix on her leg, she cried out. But the guards made no sound at all.

      I watched as Reaver shot one in the leg and took the creature’s limb completely off. He fell to the ground, tried to get back up, and instead crawled forward, sword in hand. There was only one way that was possible. The vrak were slaves with tech that kept them from feeling fear, pain, or anything except battle lust. They didn’t deserve that, no matter what many of their kind had done. Their deaths would be merciful.

      “Press in!” I ordered, urging everyone to stand their ground and, when they could, advance. Though my pistol was effective, sword slashes at bad-breath range would win the day. I told Nyna to stay put and charged toward the horde.

      I turned off my planning, thinking, strategizing mind. I felt the blade’s grip in my hand and envisioned the Lakunae, who I was sure had a hand in its construction. I knew the blade as I knew myself. I knew its reach, its edge, and its weight. I calmed my breath and allowed it to become an extension of my arm. I allowed my hand and my eyes to guide my strikes and felt myself fall into a trance, and a line from the Terran Hindu Scripture, the Bhagavad Gita, fell upon my tongue.

      “Now I am become Death, the destroyer of worlds,” I whispered to the room.

      I faced two opponents. One had an energy rifle, the other a sword. When I raised Ebon high, I wasn’t surprised to see neither did.

      The first vrak raised his weapon. I saw the muscles in his arm flex as he began squeezing the trigger, so I used the flat of Ebon’s blade to brush the barrel aside toward his comrade with the sword.

      I lifted my right foot to avoid the sword slash from the second vrak just as the first fired through his neck. His head lolled to one side, only hanging on by a few inches of flesh. I rotated my wrist, stabbed the first vrak through his guts, and lifted my arm hard, already searching for my next target.

      As the first parted down the middle, starting from the top of his head, I caught the flash of another weapon from my left. There was no time to block the strike, so I didn’t. Reaching out with my left hand, I caught the blade, allowing my arm to go partly limp to take some of the shock and striking power out of the attack.

      The vrak’s weapon cut into my palm and sent a lightning bolt of pain though my elbow up into my armpit, but I’d saved myself from a deadlier wound. I squeezed the blade with my fingertips as I pressed the flat side into my palm and yanked hard.

      The guard had a good grip on his weapon and stumbled forward before he lost his grip. I rotated my wrist and drove the fifteen inches of exposed blade hard into his face, just below his little nose. He dropped like a puppet whose strings had just been cut. I couldn't help but notice how likely true the analogy was. They were puppets, and their puppet master had to die.

      “Ready!” Reaver said behind me.

      Without thinking, I fell back to my training. I hacked and stabbed with one hand, and yanked a vrak behind me with the other. We were back in the training room at the training center. I was the grabber, the one who was fighting on the front line. Reaver was my chopper, the one who’d finish off the enemies I pulled through the line. I didn’t have to kill them all.

      I pulled vrak guards and tossed them behind me as quickly as I could. With my other hand, I lopped heads, caught energy bolts, and deflected sword strikes. We were a machine, and the number of vrak were slowly diminishing.

      “Skrew wants to help!” an amplified, whiny voice said behind me.

      I was happy to oblige and began pulling vrak faster, only slicing the ones who were an immediate threat. Several seconds later, the room was quiet, except for the sound of a mech crushing dead guards just to make sure they weren’t faking it.

      I glanced back at the team. The Ish-Nul were winded, as was Nyna. All were dripping with blood I hoped wasn’t theirs. Someone had managed to close the doors on the far side. Everyone was smiling, though the Ish-Nul looked more tired than happy.

      My hand ached. I had a gash at least half an inch deep running across the middle of my palm. But I could tell it was already healing. It was one of the benefits of being Void-touched.

      “Beatrix, Reaver,” I ordered, “guard here.” I pointed to the door the guards had come through. “Skrew, drag one of those mechs over to the breach. Jam as much of it as you can into that hole. I don’t want anyone sneaking in behind us.” 

      Skrew clapped his huge hands together and rumbled away to accomplish his task.

      “Looks clear,” Reaver said. “But it’s too clear. All those guards, and no secondary defenses?”

      “I was thinking the same thing,” Beatrix whispered, peeking around the doorway from the opposite side. “There is more to this than we can see.”

      I agreed, but before we advanced forward, I wanted two things to happen. First, the Ish-Nul needed a short breather. They’d fought hard, but they weren’t Void-touched like me. I’d barely broken a sweat.

      Second, I needed to confirm my suspicion, and Skrew had helped with that. I hadn’t noticed any tech attached to the bodies of the vrak guards who’d attacked us, so I suspected their implants were internal. Skrew had stomped enough of them that finding the tech would be easier.

      The devices were small enough to not quite cover my thumbnail. The circuitry was intricate and smooth. It wasn’t the standard slave-tech I’d seen before. It was high-quality stuff. We’d just killed nearly 100 vrak slaves, very few of whom I suspected would have fought us of their own accord. They had no choice. They weren’t courageous; they were mind-controlled slaves. I crushed the tech and scattered the pieces on the floor.

      “I’m coming for you, asshole,” I whispered to the room. “And death comes with me.”
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      With the immediate threat neutralized, I motioned for Reaver to back away from the doorway so that I could take her place. I watched with approval as she began gathering weapons from the dead guards and handed them out to those on our team who didn’t have one. The extra firepower would give us a huge advantage for our next fight—a fight I had no doubt would be coming soon.

      The room beyond was small and looked more like an antechamber. It was about fifteen feet wide and deep with a ceiling much lower than the garage’s. I leaned into the room a little and found that both the left and right sides were furnished with ornately crafted wooden chairs of at least six different styles. Each was fitted with cushions attached to different parts of the chairs, and some looked impossible to use. Probably to accommodate all kinds of alien species, I thought.

      The center chair on each wall had been knocked over and crushed by dozens of pairs of stomping feet. Beyond them, through a narrow doorway, I could see what was obviously a holding cell, clearly where the mind-controlled guards had come from. Judging by the precise doorway and matching door, it was unlikely any visiting dignitaries were ever aware that the door was there. When closed, the door was probably invisible from the anteroom. It was a decent defense system. Layered security always worked better than a single theoretically unbreachable wall.

      On the far wall was another doorway, the same size as the one I used when I carefully walked into the room. It was different, though, as it was ornately carved with images of what looked like exotic alien flowers. It had been painted a rich green. The carvings were gold. The real purpose of the room was clear. It was insulation from the outside world by people who didn’t want to believe it existed. I suspected that unless the outside door was closed, the inside would refuse to open. I also suspected that anyone inside who wasn’t military or a guard would have no idea as to what just happened. They’d be insulated from Tortengar’s poor choices.

      There was a gold-framed square button to the left of the door. When I pressed it, a soft, high-pitched bell sounded somewhere. I pressed it again and got the same result.

      “Why does it not open?” Beatrix asked.

      “It’s a noise barrier,” I said. “The bell is to let us know it can’t open until the outside door is closed. Whatever’s immediately inside seems to be important enough that Tortengar doesn’t want it disturbed. A laboratory, maybe. Or formal chambers for a welcoming ceremony. Either way, we’ll need to get everyone inside and close the door behind us before we can continue forward.”

      “We will not all fit,” Beatrix said, glancing at the mech.

      “Agreed,” I answered. “Get everyone in here, except for Skrew. Someone will need to stay with him and help him with the button so that he doesn't destroy it when he comes in after us. We might need this working if we want to get out.”

      She nodded, conveyed the message, and returned with the others a few moments later.

      Nyna and Timo-Ran had decided to stay back with Skrew so that the priestess could start checking his systems. He’d taken a lot of damage, and she was worried about his mech’s ability to go on. The short time it would take us to assess and enter the next room would be enough time for her to accomplish that.

      I agreed—we needed Skrew. His minigun was out of ammunition, but he was still a huge, hulking, guard-smashing war machine. The longer we could keep his mech working, the better off the team would be.

      I was standing to the left of the doorway, close to but not touching the wall. I didn’t want to accidentally bump the wall and let anyone on the other side know exactly where I was. Reaver took her position behind me, rifle in hand.

      I nodded, and Beatrix pressed the button on the far wall. The door slid shut behind her, and she moved off to one side, out of the line of direct fire if there were guards waiting for us on the other side.

      After I received a nod from each of the others in the room, I raised my pistol and pressed the button on the wall near me. The door to the next room opened, and we were greeted by a blast of cool, humid air.

      I entered first and scanned the room. There was a lot to see, and at least 30 people representing around 20 different alien races. Nobody was taking cover, pointing anything at me, or otherwise doing anything resembling hostility. I walked about four yards down the wall and took a knee, scanning for threats.

      Most of the people ignored us, but a few appeared to be vaguely interested. They chatted among themselves and glanced at my team as if we’d tracked in mud and were getting it all over their imaginary carpet. I was surprised they didn’t seem frightened when a small army appeared in their midst. I wondered what kind of reality they lived in where we weren’t a threat.

      Reaver had followed close behind, and I saw her kneeling about the same distance down her side of the wall, but she had to stop short or she would be kneeling in a stream that was bracketed on both sides by short, leafy plants with little pink flowers.

      The rest followed, doing their best to imitate our movements. I made a mental note to practice it with them after we were done. It was a good skill to know, and I suspected there would be a time I’d have to send them out on their own missions while I took care of other tasks. I needed to train the future trainers.

      The room I found myself in was not what I’d expected. From the outside, the building looked like it was ten or fifteen stories high. I’d expected to enter a well-lit office environment, the breeding and hunting grounds of every beaurocrat I’d ever met. Instead, I found myself in an oasis right in the middle of a fancy garden, complete with statues on pedestals, gazebos, several small streams, fountains, and tiny pinpoints of light in nearby trees, and bushes along the walls.

      It was late in the day, but there was light pouring in from huge openings at the top of the dome. They looked like someone had cut concentric circles from the dome, added three-foot-wide supports between, and called it art. With everything else I’d seen so far, I suspected the openings were only there to allow light to pass through. There would be active shielding, and in case the shields failed, doors to close the oasis off from the rest of the world.

      The soil I was kneeling on was covered with a thick, well-manicured grass. It was soft to the touch, unlike Martian groundcover, which had been genetically designed to help prevent erosion. Being comfortable to sit or walk on came in dead last when compared to the groundcover’s ability to survive the harsh climate and lack of water.

      The walls and ceiling of the dome were expertly painted to resemble a cloudy day outside. A skilled artist had also managed to get the perspective right, so that the clouds at the top of the dome, roughly 50 yards overhead, looked like they were the same size as the rest of them.

      I’d also expected I’d hear the sound of gunfire, shuffling feet, and panicked orders shouted into various communication devices. Instead, my ears were greeted with the gurgling of the streams, trickling waterfalls, and happy talking.

      The one sense that dominated them all, though, was the smell. The air was humid, and carried with it odors I hadn’t expected to encounter. There was food, and lots of it. The smell of damp soil after a good rain, and flowers.

      I started looking at things closer to me. There were little lawn ornaments, most of which appeared to be made of the same concrete as the rest of the structure. Some of them were painted and resembled the two-legged rabbit-like aliens called shiggits. Another looked like a steakapede playing with—or more likely, preparing to eat—a kakul.

      Further out, I noticed food piled on little plates around a statue standing on plinth. At first, I didn’t recognize what the carved white figure represented, but when I squinted and turned my head a little to one side, it struck me like a sledgehammer to the chest. It was a statue of a Xeno holding a hand out as if it were pleading to be someone’s friend. Xeno were nobody’s friend. They destroyed everything they touched, and no matter how the day turned out, I swore to myself that the statue would be broken before I left.

      I found my attention turning from the things nearby to the details of the people. They had all lost interest in us. Most were lavishly dressed in gold or red robes, gowns, and what I could only describe as togas. I found it peculiar that none appeared to be dressed in both red and gold, though. Tortengar, it seemed, kept that privilege for himself.

      Then, I noticed the slaves. They were all vrak, and they were all dressed in toga-like robes that looked like they were made of some kind of gauze, and they all had the same stupefied look in their eyes. I had no doubt why.

      The vrak were serving drinks, cleaning up after the 30 or so finely dressed slavers, or stood around with their arms dangling at their sides as they waited for orders.

      Whoever the slavers were, they were obviously important enough for Tortengar to spare no expense spoiling them. They had everything they wanted, while their average citizens languished outside the oasis with barely enough food to survive.

      A moment later, the door behind us opened, and Skrew stomped in, followed closely by Timo-Ran and Nyna, who was looking proud of herself. She turned to me, smiled, and walked over.

      “So, Skrew was having all kinds of issues,” she said in rapid-fire speech. “He didn’t know what the red lights meant. He thought they were pretty, you know? So, I told him red is bad. Green is good. Other colors, well, I’m still not sure, but they’re probably bad, too. Got him loaded up with ammo from another mech, so he’s good to go. And, wow, look at this place!”

      Before I could respond, one of the guests peeled himself away from a group who looked as if they were working very hard at getting drunk.

      He was a kakul and looked to be a little tall for his kind. He wore a blood-red toga, and after he crossed the small, ornate bridge over a stream, stood in front of us and crossed his pale, green arms.

      His appearance struck me as being odd. Most kakul I’d seen were dark in color. They were either green, brown, or fell somewhere in-between. But none I’d seen had been pale. I wondered if the guy ever got outside.

      “Such pretties…” Skrew whispered into the comm.

      “What is that doing in here?” he asked as he pointed one long, pale-green finger at Skrew’s mech. “I don’t want that thing traipsing across the grass and flowers. Do you know what it costs to keep flowers like this in bloom all year? Are you stupid?”

      Had he pulled a gun and taken a quick shot at me, I would have been less surprised. Here he was, two and a half feet shorter than me, no rifle or pistol, and he was trying to insult me? I wasn’t insulted—not even a little. But I was surprised.

      “Is horkelberry?” Skrew breathed. “Is faaaaavorite.”

      “And you are…” Nyna said, motioning for him to go on.

      “I am the Chief Inspector of the Guard, you dolt, and I do not approve of you or anyone else bringing those monstrosities into the garden. They are only for outside use and do not belong in here among the civilized. Come to think of it, human, neither do you.”

      Reaver came over with an angry look in her eye, and I knew that if I didn’t do something, she’d get the party started early. I wanted information, and I was pretty sure someone as important as the Chief Inspector of the Guard would have it.

      I wiggled my hand a little, hoping Reaver would see it. She slowed her pace and stopped a few yards away.

      “Is sad, though,” Skrew continued. “All stuff will be broken. All things dead when fight. Is pretty now, but then, for to make fire, screams, smash. Is sad. Maybe Jacob can make this at Yaltu house?”

      I liked Skrew’s idea, and the jabbering vrak distracted me enough to laugh. Apparently, that was the wrong thing to do.

      The kakul’s eyes went wide and seemed to bug out of his head. His mouth curled down into a frown, and he took a couple of steps toward me, stopping less than a yard away.

      “You dare laugh at the Chief Inspector of the Guard?” the kakul bellowed. The room went quiet and all eyes turned to us.

      “I order you to remove that mech and your smelly companions from the garden at once! What is your name, guard? Wait, don’t tell me; you’re that new one, aren’t you? Cara… Curi… Carodona, right? That’s it, Caradona! Wait until your commander receives my report. I will include with it a demand that you be executed for your insubordination!

      “In fact, I’m going to find out who trained you. Obviously, that guard failed as well. Who would hire a soft, weak human? You’re useless. You’re worthless. You don’t deserve to lick the cheese out from between my toes! If you were my slave, I wouldn’t feed you to a teloc!”

      “Wow. Rude,” Nyna said.

      I sighed. In typical bureaucrat fashion, the Chief Inspector had decided that instead of speaking like a professional, he’d toss around some threats and raise his voice to get his way. There was no logic to his words, only emotion. He was nothing more than a spoiled street-thug. There was no way I’d keep him on the payroll when the city was freed. Not after that terrible display.

      He continued to rant about how unprofessional I was, something about my breath, and the exact manner, in detail, of my execution. Meanwhile, Skrew was trying to explain his plans for Yaltu’s new underground oasis. I’d already tuned both of them out, though. Nyna had gotten up from her position beside me. She’d donned the Spirit-Watcher and was wandering toward a short sculpture of a flower approximately the size of her head. She wrapped her hands around it, one on each side, and gave it a twist. When she did, it came loose, and something began to illuminate her face. Whatever it was, she was thrilled. She leaned forward and began touching it.

      Timo-Ran joined her, peered down at what she was looking at, then back at me. He made a little motion with his head to indicate that I should join him and take a look at what Nyna had found.

      Meanwhile, the other aliens in the room were inching closer. It was likely that such ass-chewings were rare in the gardens, and though they had everything they needed, what they really wanted was entertainment. The Chief Inspector was providing it by the bucket-full.

      I’d heard enough. I didn’t like getting yelled at by someone who was in no way my superior, but I also had a mission to accomplish, and for that, I needed information.

      “Listen,” I started.

      Although I saw the strike coming, I let him finish it. When the kakul’s hand returned to his side after slapping me hard on the cheek, I calmly continued.

      “I need some information,” I said. “And I think you’re the person who has it. Where is Tortengar?”

      “How dare you speak of the Vizier as if you are friends!” the kakul hissed.

      “Look at that one,” one of the females, a very human-like woman with a huge nose and gray-blue skin said as she pointed at Beatrix. “She has dangly things growing out of the top of her head. How embarrassing. She can’t even grow hair. It would be one thing if she had scales or horns, but what are those?” The women laughed.

      “Maybe she uses them to wipe the butts of the slaves?” another suggested.

      “Or maybe they are her young,” a third said with a wicked sneer, “and she can’t find a mate to make them whole… so she eats them.”

      “Gross!” the first one said as all three burst into raucous laughter.

      I turned my head to Beatrix, ready to motion for her not to kill anyone yet. But she looked like she was enjoying the joke as well. Not nearly as much as those who were teasing her, but enough to show an appreciative smile. Somehow, it was more frightening than if she’d drawn her power-hammer.

      “Oh, dear,” Nyna said from whatever she was typing on. “This isn’t good. This isn’t good at all. Nope, this is definitely not a good thing.”

      I noticed Timo-Ran had his ax in his hand but was concealing it behind his back. Several politicians, I’d decided, were gathering around and speaking harshly to both of them.

      Nyna didn’t seem to mind. She didn’t look like she noticed them at all. Whatever she’d found had her completely absorbed.

      I turned back to the kakul and squatted down a bit so that I could look the froggy creature in the eyes. “How about you tell me what I want to know so that you don’t get hurt. Otherwise, I’ll find out anyway and kill you for the inconvenience.”

      The kakul stammered, licked his eyes, and tried to stand as tall as possible. He took three deep breaths to steady himself for what I knew was coming next. When he reached out to slap me again, I caught his arm at the wrist and held it tightly. The creature croaked in surprise.

      “I’m going to give you one more chance,” I said softly as I drew the kakul’s face close to my own. “Where is Tortengar?”

      The sound of shuffling feet told me the audience I’d gathered had seen enough. They were slowly backing away, unwilling to go any further with their taunting.

      “He’s in the tower,” the kakul said. “There. I saw him just this morning. He’s there. He hasn’t left. I’ve been out here in the gardens all day.” He pointed over his shoulder at the central tower.

      “Confirmed,” Nyna said loudly from the thing she was staring at. “That’s his house… uh… fortress. Well, really this whole thing is his fortress, you know? But that’s like his super-fortress kind of place. His little keep. There’s a hovercraft on top. It’s still there, I can see it right here. There’s also an escape hatch, aaaand I locked it.He’s not going anywhere unless his plan is to fly around in little circles, it’s the only way for his hovercraft to get out. Oh, right, so this is a computer terminal. I hacked into the main server. Awesome, right?”

      “Sounds like you were telling the truth,” I said to the arrogant kakul who was struggling feebly against my grip.

      I was about to turn him loose after warning him against doing anything stupid when he pulled a short, thin knife from a hidden place in his toga and tried to stab me in the face.

      I’d had enough.

      I caught the kakul’s hand, spun him around and dragged the blade across his throat. His blood poured between my fingers and over my hand. When he stopped struggling and gurgling a few seconds later, I dropped his lifeless corpse to the grass.

      “Anyone else?” I asked.

      One of the politicians screamed, which sent the others into a headlong panic. They ran in every direction except toward my team. One tried to climb a tree, decided that wasn’t a good place to hide, and sprinted down a dirt path away from us toward the tower.

      Another two took temporary shelter behind a gazebo, realized it didn’t provide any cover or concealment at all, and sprinted toward an outside wall. When they reached it, one of them found a small button, pressed it, and a door slid to the side, revealing a small office. Both ran inside and closed the door behind them.

      Well, at least they were out of the way.

      “Uh-oh,” Nyna said.

      I was about to ask what that meant when the question was answered. Panels on the high ceiling began to open up, and from them, metal shapes began to extend, unfold, and take shape. So Tortengar had an automatic security system. One of the guests must have triggered an alarm. I counted no less than 20 dual-barreled guns pointed in my team’s direction. They weren’t energy weapons. I could see their muzzles. They were good, old-fashioned, magnetic slug-throwers.

      The rest of the politicians had vanished, probably into their offices within the exterior walls of the dome. They weren’t my immediate problem. I could always deal with them after the city was freed. What I had to deal with at the moment was 20 rapid-fire gauss cannons aimed in my direction.

      “Almost got it,” Nyna murmured under her breath. I wasn’t sure what she was up to, but I hoped she would hurry.

      I couldn’t order my team to run while I tried to draw fire. There were too many guns for that, and since they appeared to be automatically controlled, I doubted they’d fall for it. Not only that, but even if they moved fast enough to get into the antechamber and get the door closed in time, they wouldn’t all fit. At least two, maybe three, would have to stay in the dome and try to avoid being killed. I’d stay, but I wasn’t sure I could order any of them to risk death with me.

      Gauss cannons were capable of launching steel or alloy slugs at incredible speeds. There were some the Martian Navy used that could catapult a 40-pound rod of titanium at one twentieth the speed of light. Though I didn’t think the ones pointed in my direction were capable of that, it couldn’t hurt to assume they could. In any case, it was likely they could fire a heavy enough volume that I wouldn't have a chance to block them all with Ebon. There would be no absorbing the heavy slugs.

      I gritted my teeth and quickly drew my sword when the first gun made a sound, then a second, and a puff of smoke erupted from near its rear. Then, bursting like popcorn, the rest of the guns did the same thing. My team and I held our collective breath for several seconds before Nyna coughed dramatically.

      “Well,” she said, looking at me, “you can relax now. But do you want the good news or the bad news first? ”

      I kept one eye on the nearest gun and sheathed Ebon. “Let’s start with the good news.”

      “Well, you see, I tried to tell the guns to go back in their little gun-holdy things, you know? But they said no. So, I insisted, sort of. They said no again. Then, I gave them a really tough problem to solve, you know, just to keep them busy. While they were thinking about it, well, not really them, but the computer that told them to shoot us, I started poking around. Then, I found the power system, so I tried to shut them down. It didn’t work. So, I tried to shut the big computer down. That didn’t work either. So, I told the power system that I was the server, and I tripled the voltage going to the guns. That worked, I think we can all agree. Did you see the smoke? That’s never a good thing for electronics, you know?”

      “That’s good,” I said, waiting for the other shoe to fall.

      Nyna sighed. “Right. The other thing. The guns are on the same circuit as the fountains. Those are gone, too. They were so pretty, weren’t they?”

      Skrew laughed.

      Nyna shot him an angry look.

      Skrew stopped laughing.

      I sighed in relief. It was time to move on to our objective. Tortengar was trapped in the dome with us, and, as far as I knew, he had no way to escape—almost all of it thanks to Nyna.

      “It’s time to remove the Vizier from his throne,” I announced. “His reign has come to an end. Let’s get the bastard before he can do any more harm.”

      The team cheered. Their voices were amplified by the shape of the dome, and it made me proud. I had no doubt Tortengar knew we were there. He probably had tiny cameras hidden all over the place. He’d seen what I was willing to do and what my team could do. But I hadn't shown him my best tricks yet.

      I took a step toward the tower and froze in place. I sensed something. The air felt different. It smelled different. The wind wasn’t quite right, and in the stillness of the room, I thought I could hear breathing coming from all directions.

      We were being stalked.
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      The enemy was close. I could sense them even though I couldn’t see them. I felt their hunger, their excitement, and a little bit of fear. It was why they hadn’t attacked yet. They were building up the courage. They were forming a plan.

      But there was only silence. It felt like my heartbeat was echoing off the walls, amplified by the shape of Tortengar’s dome.

      The lights were dim. The lights in the trees twinkled merrily as if saying, No problem here, all is well.

      All was not well. Not even close.

      The politicians, bureaucrats, and administrators had all taken cover. That was fine. Though I wouldn’t have shed a tear if a few got eaten, I didn’t want to be the one to kill them. Most people were salvageable. Maybe they weren’t, but you never knew.

      The five creatures—I could sense the five distinct mixes of emotions around us—knew who I was. Something about them being Void-touched allowed me to connect with them. I knew them, somehow. They knew where I was, though I sensed they couldn’t see anything at all, at least not in the normal sense of the word. They knew me as if we’d been raised together.

      Reaver made her way to me with her eyes glued to the top of the tower. “Are you sensing what I’m sensing?” 

      “Yeah,” I said, “I think so. It’s strange, isn’t it?”

      “They’re Void-touched, like us.”

      “Go to smash?” Skrew asked. “Make Turdendumb into slippery spot on floor?”

      “Yeah,” I said over my shoulder. “In just a minute.”

      As I turned my head back, I caught a glimpse of Beatrix. She was crouched low, holding her rifle up to her shoulder as she searched for targets.

      “Should we make the first move?” Reaver asked. “Get it all over with?”

      “Um, guys?” Nyna piped up. “I think we have a problem.”

      She was still wearing Spirit-Watcher. She was staring toward the tower, then she looked around. “Yeah,” she continued as she took a step back. “We definitely have a problem. I’m counting five problems, to be exact. Five unfriendly-looking problems, you know what I mean?”

      “I know,” I said with a smile and a nod.

      “On three?” Reaver whispered.

      “Three!”

      Reaver raised her rifle to her shoulder and began to fire rapidly into a thick copse of trees about halfway between us and the tower. I drew Ebon and charged toward the nearest presence. I found the creature hiding in a nearby stream. It was as black as my blade, the size of a small bear, and it slashed at me as I jumped over it.

      The rest of the team erupted into motion, even Skrew.

      When I landed, skidded to a halt, and turned around to face the dark creature, Timo-Ran was standing behind it with his big ax raised in both hands. The creature must have heard him because it arched its back and slashed the man’s leg, knocking him off his feet. I charged in before it could make another strike, but the thing was fast and blocked Ebon with a single black claw. I slashed again, and it blocked again. I tried again, this time harder, but missed when the creature ducked the strike and lashed out.

      I dodged and kicked, catching the thing on the hairy spot where its nose should have been. Whatever I hit, it was sensitive. The thing wailed and covered it with both hands, affording me an opportunity to slash again. I made impact but didn’t cut it in half like I was used to. Instead, the creature flailed and burst from the water, then ran back toward the tower.

      “It’s a fadeen,” Timo-Ran said as he held his leg and tried to stem the flow of blood. “They’re spirit-creatures. Bringers of death. To even see one means you’ll die. They have to be killed, or everything you know, everyone you love… they’ll kill them all.”

      Superstitions or not, the creatures were real. They were also tough.

      Nyna ran up to us, took a moment to inspect Timo-Ran’s wound, and removed her backpack.

      “I can fix a lot more than just tech and tools,” she said. “I’ll keep him alive.”

      Good, I thought. Because I have three critters to kill. Then, I planned on taking one apart to find out why I could sense them. After I’d killed Tortengar, of course.

      I found Beatrix fully engaged with one of the creatures, and I charged into battle to join her.

      Every strike she made was being deflected. She was a spinning, twirling whirlwind of sparking red destruction, but the fadeen was unimpressed. At a distance, I was able to get a better look at its kind.

      It resembled a human, except its arms, legs, and torso were too short. The hair that covered its body was matted and stuck to its narrow form like it had just climbed out of another creature’s giant ass. It had eyes, but they were set on the sides of its head rather than being in front. By the way it held its head, I wasn’t even sure if it needed them, or if it used another kind of perception to understand and track what was in its environment.

      I came in behind the creature and stabbed at it. When it batted my blade away, I reversed my strike the same moment Beatrix reversed hers, but it blocked them both. We began walking around it as we attacked, forcing it to adjust with every strike. It was tiring quickly, and I knew it was only a matter of time before it made a mistake.

      That’s when Skrew finally decided to join the fight. He pointed his arm toward the tower where one of the fadeen, the one I’d sliced, was tending to its wound, and opened his minigun.

      BRRRRRT! BRRRRRT!

      “Eat many bullets, ugly, furry stinky-head!” Skrew bellowed.

      The beast evaporated into a cloud of dark-red mist and nasty black fur. Its presence—the aura of anger, hunger, and fear—vanished with it. They were tough, but they weren’t invincible.

      “Ha!” Skrew laughed. “Made skinny baddy go poof and gross! Did Jacob see? Was like squashing nasty old fruit really hard, like how find under pile of other nasty fruit.”

      “Yeah, good job, Skrew,” I said. “Now, kill another one!”

      I was busy with my own fadeen, but Skrew was apparently too impressed with his own work to notice.

      I took a position behind the creature, but it knew I was there and slashed at me. Beatrix punished the fadeen by bashing its paw away with her hammer. The creature wailed.

      I stepped forward as I stabbed toward its throat, doing my best to advertise my intentions. It saw me and moved to block. At the last moment, though, I flicked Ebon’s point down and peeled a thick layer of flesh from its forearm. Beatrix finished it off with a hard smash from her hammer to its head.

      The third had Reaver cornered, but she was giving it hell with her rifle. The energy weapons seemed to have limited effect on the creature, though. Smoke poured from the many impact points, but it continued to fight, though it did appear to be growing weak.

      When it got too close, Reaver was forced to use her rifle to block the strikes. Although Beatrix and I were too far away to help, we were sprinting to her aid.

      “Catch!” Beatrix said and threw her hammer toward Reaver, who caught it, ducked a slash aimed at her face, and delivered a power-hammer uppercut that knocked the creature to its back. She hit it one more time in the face for good measure.

      “Was that a fadeen?” Neb-Ka asked me.

      I nodded. “That’s what Timo-Ran said.”

      “Where is Timo-Ran?” Tila asked.

      “He’s over there,” I said, pointing to where I’d left him. “He was injured. Nyna is caring for him.”

      Neb-Ka and Tila ran his direction. I stayed and checked on the rest of the team. Neither were injured, but they were a bit shaken. We walked back toward Timo-Ran.

      “I have never fought a creature like a fadeen,” Beatrix admitted. “It was strong. It knew me. It could sense what I was thinking and what I would do. It felt like it was in my head.”

      “Yeah,” Reaver said, “I got that too. Why would the Lakunae make them? They were primal, primitive. They weren’t the types of creatures the Lakunae could use to complete their mission. Not even close. They were clever, but they were also stupid. Glorified guard dogs.”

      “What do you think?” Reaver asked me.

      I thought about it for a while. We were close enough to see Timo-Ran standing on his own, showing the other Ish-Nul the spot on his leg where he’d been injured.

      “I think there are a lot of mysteries when it comes to the Lakunae,” I said. “I also think we’re not as uncommon as we think we are.”

      “Look here!” Timo-Ran said when we reached him.

      His leather pants were torn where the fadeen had sliced him. They were bloody, as was his shoe and a big spot on the ground. But there was no wound. It was as though it had never happened.

      I turned to Nyna, who was standing with her hands behind her back with pursed lips, doing her best to look cute. And boy was she nailing it.

      “Did you do this?” I asked.

      She nodded and showed me a small rod about twelve inches long and one inch thick. It was as black as Ebon but didn’t have any other distinguishing features.

      “I call it my fix-o-stick,” she said proudly. “I discovered how it worked when the guards at the powerplant had me fixing a lock on a box they’d broke. I cut my finger pretty bad.

      “I was pretty sure it was going to turn green and fall off just before it killed me. Oh yeah, of course they just sent me back to my room without even glancing at my gory finger. I lay there on the nasty hard thing they thought looked like a bed thinking about dying and fell asleep. When I woke up, I was all better. See? Not even a little discoloration left!

      “So, I experimented. It sounds gross, but I gave myself a little cut. Then, I experimented with all the Void-tech in the room. It took a while, but I found it.” She started ticking things off on her fingers. “I guess that means I’m the Nyna, the medic, and…” she leaned close, and whispered in my ear, “your best lover.”

      I kissed her neck and felt her shiver. “Later,” I whispered.

      “All right you two,” Reaver scolded playfully, “we don’t have time for that right now. Tortengar still needs to die.”

      “Too bad,” I said and Reaver, Beatrix, and Nyna giggled. “Let’s go kill Tortengar first. Then, we’ll talk about exactly how we’ll be celebrating later.”

      I set us up in a diamond formation with myself at the leading point. It would provide protection from all sides. The fadeen were dead, but we didn’t know what other surprises Tortengar had in store for us. None of us could sense any, but our medic needed to stay in the middle, where she’d be protected.

      The tower’s entrance glittered with shiny baubles and gold. An electronic keypad, also framed in gold, was mounted to the wall next to the entrance.

      The tower itself was made of some kind of stone I didn’t think I’d seen before. It was gray like the walls but definitely wasn’t regular concrete. It had a reddish tinge to it and was warm to the touch.

      “Damn,” Nyna said.

      I turned and found her hanging upside down from the mech’s arm, legs hooked over a conduit running across its shoulder. She was wearing Spirit-Watcher and held an unusual-looking tool in one hand.

      “If you move again, I’m going to pull your power coupler,” she growled. “Then, you’ll have to stand there and wait as you slowly run out of air. Or you can stop moving and let me fix you!”

      The vast room and all those present went silent as if the universe was holding its breath, worried what Skrew’s next move would be. A moment later, Nyna nodded her head in satisfaction and continued to work.

      “Skrew is scared,” a whispered voice said over the comms. “Crazy Nyna lady make Skrew dead. Afraid to breathe.”

      I stifled a laugh and said, “Then quit moving.”

      “But Skrew has itchy spot what needs scratching!”

      That time, I did laugh, and so did Reaver. Though I couldn’t see Skrew’s face through his canopy at that angle, I was pretty sure he wasn’t participating in the festivities.

      “Is he going to be able to continue?” I asked Nyna.

      “Yeah,” she grunted, “but his minigun isn’t going to last long. It’s taken some pretty bad damage. Plus, this thing looks like it was built from spare parts by a cross-eyed flint-knapper with one leg. I’m surprised it’s lasted this long. I had no idea how bad it was until parts started falling off. Overall, though, he’s in good shape. By he, I mean the mech. Skrew’s, well, Skrew, you know? So, if that’s normal for him, then yeah, he’s… stop moving!”

      The mech flinched before returning to its motionless, frightened state, mimicking the mood of its pilot.

      “Gimme a few minutes,” Nyna continued. “I’ve almost got this last part back on.”

      A few minutes would give me long enough to decide what I was going to do next. No doubt Tortengar would be at the highest point in the tower. With any luck, we’d be able to sneak up on him. He’d probably be busy trying to figure out how to unlock his escape hatch so that he could run away.

      “Done,” Nyna said before she climbed off Skrew. “You can move now, but you’d better be careful with your gun. I’m not sure how long it’ll hold, and I don’t have the tools or time to make you a new one. Use that thing only if there’s no other choice. Got it?”

      “Skrew got it,” he confirmed as he tested all four of his arms. The one that had been damaged earlier was sluggish, but it did move.

      “So,” Nyna said as she walked toward the panel next to the door, “what do we have here?”

      She studied it through Spirit-Watcher. Then, she got on her hands and knees and peeked at it from underneath. Before standing, she gave my groin a long look. Her face was only inches away. I smiled and let her take it all in for a moment before I nodded at the panel, a hint to get back to work.

      She bit her bottom lip but returned to the panel. “I’m not sure I could get past this thing without breaking it,” she said. “Want me to try anyway?”

      “Do it,” I ordered.

      A few seconds later, she had the panel removed and on fire. “Oops,” she said, wrinkling her nose and grinning.

      “You ready?” I asked Beatrix and Reaver.

      Both women nodded and gripped their weapons tighter. Beatrix’s hammer began to glow brightly. Reaver took a position a few yards from the door where she’d be able to cover our entry if there was anything straight across from us.

      I kicked the door hard, but it barely budged. The whole palace shook with the impact. I kicked again, and this time, the door began to creak and tilt until it crashed to the stone floor beyond. Instead of charging in, though, Beatrix and I stood there and examined the room.

      It filled the entire base of the tower and was illuminated by a single, narrow beam of light from above. In the center stood two people who looked very much like human males. They each had long, brown hair, which was dirty and unkempt, and wore togas so white that the material almost looked like it glowed. Their heads were lowered.

      They appeared to be of average height, maybe a little under six feet. Although they didn’t give any sign they were in pain, their bare legs appeared to be slightly bent at odd angles.I wondered if their legs had broken and healed in the odd positions.

      They were standing directly in the center of a field of white, sparkling sand that extended all the way to a six-foot walkway along the room’s round wall. Behind them, I could make out a polished metal doorway with a small green light beside it on the wall. To the left, I could see the bottom of a winding staircase. To the right was another polished doorway, its door slightly ajar.

      The two men didn’t make any move to attack. Nor did they attempt to retreat. They didn’t speak, and I wasn’t sure if they were breathing.

      “What the fuck?” Reaver whispered. “I’ve got a clean shot on either of them. Want me to take them out?”

      “Not yet,” I said from the corner of my mouth. “Tortengar isn’t going anywhere. I want to see what this is all about. I’m going to try to communicate with them.”

      “I am right behind you,” Beatrix assured me.

      I heard Reaver order the Ish-Nul and Yaltu to guard the doorway to prevent anyone from sneaking up behind us, and then tell Skrew to cover them. She was taking initiative, just like I’d taught her. Then, she stepped into the room, rifle still raised, and took a position to my right, where she’d have a clean line of fire should she need to drop one or both of the men.

      When I stepped into the room, I became aware of a new sound echoing off the walls: breathing. It was rapid, shallow, and though I didn’t see either man’s chest moving, it seemed to come directly from them.

      “Where is Tortengar?” I asked.

      Neither man seemed to hear me, so I asked again. Still no response.

      “Maybe they’re just here to waste our time?” Reaver whispered over the comm. “If so, they’re doing a good job of it.”

      “I don’t think so,” I replied. “There’s something else going on here. Tortengar doesn’t seem like someone who would want to slow us down. He’d want us—or anyone else who invaded his sanctuary—dead. As fast as possible. I smell a trap.”

      Beatrix sniffed the air. “I smell something too,” she confirmed.

      I was tempted to explain that what I had said was only a figure of speech, but she had me curious.

      “What do you smell?” I asked.

      Beatrix’s tentacles unraveled from the tight bun and began to wave around in the air. “Fear,” she said. “Not from us—from them. They have more fear than I have ever sensed. And waste, filth, disease. I smell rotting things, but it is faint. And hunger. I do not know how they are producing so much odor. It does not make sense to me.”

      Beatrix, apparently, had a better sense of smell than the rest of us. Whether it was her tentacles or just better olfactory nerves, I didn’t know, but she’d detected something. There were things nearby that we didn’t see. There was a trap, and whatever Tortengar thought we would do, we had to do the opposite. We had to trigger the trap without falling into it.

      “Reaver,” I whispered, “shoot the sand near their feet. Just a single shot. Let’s see if they respond.” I watched the men and the sand around them closely.

      A hyphen of energy melted a circle of sand, but neither of them budged. Then, I saw it. A small section of sand, no more than a few inches long and wide, shifted. It was too far away to have been caused by either man. There was something else in the room, and it was hiding beneath them.

      I couldn’t tell if the men were being held hostage by the thing beneath the sand, or if they were the ones who tended it. All I knew was that things that concealed themselves could be dangerous.

      “Skrew,” I said over the comm, “please make your way to the doorway. Stay outside, but point that big gun of yours at the two humans in the center of the room. If they so much as take a single step, I want you to turn them into a cloud of pink mist. Understood?”

      Skrew giggled. “Understood much! Pew-pew and make humans dead, yes.”

      Whoever had set the trap expected their prey to approach the humans, work hard to get their attention, and see if they could help. I had no intention of doing what the enemy expected.

      I took a small step to my right as the stomping of the mech’s feet slowed and stopped. I knew the vrak would be behind me, and I wanted him to have a clear shot in case things went sideways.

      “Reaver,” I whispered over the comm, “take out the one on the right. Headshot.”

      Over the next two seconds, several things happened. First, an energy bolt struck the man on the right in the center of his head, just to the left of his ear. Instead of exploding, though, the head split, and green fluid sprayed across the pure white sand.

      Next, Skrew’s minigun began to spin up as he prepared to fire. Third, the man on the left screamed in a voice that was far from human and shot into the sand like he’d been fired from a bow. Skrew’s minigun rounds peppered the sand for a half-second before he realized his target was gone.

      Beatrix gasped. “Where did they--?”

      Her words were cut off when the sand exploded in front of us.

      The human men erupted from the surface and were flailed against the walls of the tower. At first, they looked like they were being held by their feet by segmented, tentacle-like appendages, but I soon realized the truth: they were part of the monster erupting from the ground. They were lures, designed to draw us in, and we’d defeated the trap. More than that, the creature had been hurt, and it was pissed.

      Beatrix, Reaver, and I dove away from the doorway when we heard Skrew’s minigun spin up again. A half-second later, the creature was retreating back into the ground as heavy metal slugs chipped small holes in its armored, iridescent exoskeleton.

      Another segmented appendage, this one ending in a black hook the size of my whole body, erupted from the ground and slashed at Skrew. The wall behind us shook, and little bits of hot rock fell from the gouge it left behind.

      Skrew kept shooting for another two seconds before his gun ground to a halt. “No!” he roared across the comm. “Gun broke! Is fire! Stupid, stinky gun!”

      The creature slashed again with its hooked talon, then stabbed toward and through the doorway at Skrew. The mech’s big hand appeared, wrapped around the tentacle, and pinned it against the doorway.

      “Ha!” Skrew said through the mech’s external speakers. “Dirty, buggy thing caught! Is stuck! Now what, dirty buggy?”

      Dirty buggy, my mind repeated. There was something about what he was saying that brought back a flood of memories. The iridescent scales were unmistakable. It was a Xeno, but not one I’d ever seen before. How far have they inserted themselves into this world? How far have they spread?

      A single shot from my pistol severed the spidery limb and sent hot green goo splashing to the floor. The stump retreated back into the sand. Reaver was on her feet a moment later, peppering anything that moved with angry bolts of energy. It wasn’t having much effect, but the appendages flinched with every shot, so I knew it hurt.

      Beatrix looked a bit lost. She was standing on the edge of the walkway, peering in at the soil. I could tell she was waiting for an opportunity to smash something with her glowing hammer, but I hoped she wouldn’t be tempted to rush in.

      The sound of Skrew’s stomping feet told me he’d entered the building. His gun was no longer working, but he was carrying the severed Xeno appendage in his hands like a club, the black talon at the far end behind him.

      “Bad bug!” Skrew scolded as he swung the hook over his head at the dirt. It hit with a low, sickening thud.

      Two more appendages shot out of the soil. I shot one, winging it, and it retreated back under the sand. Skrew whacked the second with his makeshift whip and sent it right at Beatrix. My breath caught in my chest for a second as I saw it heading toward her. She didn’t try to get out of the way, though. Instead, she raised her hammer above her head with both hands and sent it crashing into the creature’s claw. There was an explosion of green.

      A second later, I found Beatrix standing in the same spot where I’d seen her before. She was covered in green goo and was surrounded with broken, smoldering bits of Xeno carapace at her feet.

      “I love this hammer,” she said, lovingly cleaning goo off its surfaces before she wiped her face.I caught sight of Reaver on the spiraling stairs heading toward Tortengar’s suite but didn’t have time to ask her what she was doing. Two more appendages erupted from the sand, both headed toward Skrew.

      “Do it again!” I ordered as I shot one.

      But instead of continuing toward Skrew, the creature changed direction and lashed out at me.

      I rolled to my right, narrowly avoiding the sand, and hissed as hot bits of the walkway peppered my back. The Xeno snapped its black hook into the air above me. There was no time to try to bring Ebon up, and I didn’t think cutting through the thing would do any good. There was no time to aim my pistol, and even if it hit it, something would smash down on me. So, I dropped both of my weapons and reached for it.

      The impact sent shooting pains through my wrists and shoulders. The creature was powerful, and it pressed hard against my grip. I held the sharp, black point only inches from my left eye when I felt it start to pull me toward the sand. There was nowhere to plant my feet, no way to stop myself from sliding, so I didn’t. Instead, I turned my head to the side and yanked the limb toward the walkway. Hot sparks landed on my cheek, but I ignored them as I arched my back and squeezed with both arms. I’d pinned the creature by its talon.

      “Skrew!” I shouted. “Come stand next to me!”

      “Want Skrew to smash?” he asked.

      “No, not yet,” I said, “but get your ass over here!”

      The mech was standing a few inches from me a second later, rubbing its big and small hands in anxious anticipation.

      “Stand on the end,” I said. “Keep this thing in place.”

      I moved my hands out of the way as a big, heavy foot planted itself on the Xeno’s talon. Then, I stood up, walked to the edge of the sand, grabbed the thing, and began to pull. It fought hard, but couldn’t stop me from pulling it out of its hidey-hole, one inch at a time. A huge eye appeared in the sand, extended itself like a snail’s eye, and stared at me. It vanished when Reaver burned a hole all the way through it with her rifle. Skrew laughed.

      A smaller tentacle sprang from the soil, but Reaver truncated it with another blast from her rifle. When another appeared, she burned that one off as well.

      “I think I saw its head!” Reaver said across the comm. “Keep pulling!”

      A few seconds later, the main body of the creature appeared. It wasn’t covered in tough scales like the rest of it. The thing looked like a round, pink mouth surrounded by eye-stalks, like a starfish who’d lived its entire life too close to a nuclear powerplant.

      Reaver peppered it with energy bolts until it stopped moving. Then, she shot it a dozen more times.

      “Such fun!” Skrew said.

      “You won’t win,” a voice said from an unseen loudspeaker somewhere above us. “You can’t win. This is my home, my city, my planet.”

      I glanced at the others in the room and at those peeking through the doorway from outside.

      “Ready to go kick Tortengar’s ass?” I asked.

      Everyone cheered their own version of “Hell yeah!”
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      The Ish-Nul leaned into the doorway, two on each side.

      “What was that?” Neb-Ka asked.

      “It was a Xeno,” I explained, “though I’ve never seen one like it. All it has in common with ours is the exoskeleton. But there’s a lot my people still don't know about them. For instance, we didn’t know they’d spread out so far.”

      I almost said “to this part of the galaxy,” but I realized I didn’t know if I was in the same galaxy. I still had no idea where I was.

      “Son of a shiggit,” Timo-Ran breathed, looking the gruesome thing up and down with wide-open eyes.

      Suddenly, a maniacal laugh broke everyone’s concentration.

      “Silly boy,” Tortengar sneered through his hidden speakers, “you think you can win? You have no idea what’s in store for you if you challenge me. You will think my pets were the sweetest, cutest things compared to the horrors I have in store for you. Leave now, and I promise to give you a one-hour head-start before I hunt you down. Who knows what you could accomplish in an hour? Maybe you can make peace with your maker? Oh, just think of the possibilities!”

      “Stupid-head, ugly kakul-licker!” Skrew roared as he shook a little fist at the ceiling.

      “Stop moving!” Nyna scolded as she pounded a fist against the mech’s canopy. “I’m not kidding. I’ll lock you in there and let you breathe your own farts until I say I’m done. Don’t make me do it!”

      Timo-Ran and Tila stifled a snicker.

      “Stay off the sand,” I warned them. “That Xeno was living in it.”

      “You won’t hear any argument from me,” Nyna mumbled past the strange-looking tool she held in her teeth.

      “So, what’s the verdict?” I asked Nyna, nodding at Skrew’s gun.

      “Hard to tell at this point,” she said. “The thing’s got some parts that are beyond repair. In a normal situation, any decent weapons engineer would have them replaced right away, you know? No question. Even for the pilot’s safety. But I’ll try to do what I can with what we have.”

      “That’s all I can ask,” I said, before turning to the others.“Beatrix, Reaver, I need you with me. I don’t know what kind of tricks Tortengar has up there or if he’s just a big talker, but I don’t want to take any chances.

      “I’ll need Timo-Ran, Tila, and Neb-Ka to stay with Skrew and Nyna. Until the mech gets repaired at least enough to hold its own in battle, you three will need to keep them safe. One of you should keep an eye on the sand pit. The other two, the rest of the palace grounds. Don’t stray too far, and if you run into any serious trouble, Skrew can use his communicator to let us know.

      “I want to inspect the contents of the armory, but we’ll have time for that later. Either the guards outside have given up trying to shoot their way through our barricade, or they think Tortengar is already dead. He’s probably got a communicator he’s screaming into, but we just whooped everyone’s ass to get this far. I doubt the regulars are going to challenge us.” They nodded, and, like soldiers who had been trained under my command for years, got into position.

      “Stairs or elevator?” Reaver asked.

      “Stairs,” I said. “The elevator seems like a thing Tortengar could boobytrap. It’ll take longer, but our enemy isn’t going anywhere. Let’s head out.”

      “Oh, what a lovely plan,” the voice from above sneered. “Split up your team. That is a great plan, isn’t it? I have 200 guards, each in heavy battle armor headed this direction right now. They’re stealthy. They’re sneaky. They’ll get as close as they have to, and then, they'll start cutting throats.

      “Don’t worry, though. Most of you won’t see it coming. There will be a sharp pain, followed by a short wave of dizziness, and then… well, you’ll die. What happens to your bodies afterward won’t be any of your business because you won’t be alive to care. Well, most of you won’t be. I have a special treat planned for your handsome leader, though.”

      “He thinks I’m the leader?” Timo-Ran asked.

      We laughed.

      “I’m glad you retain some lightness until your very last moments. Come and meet your doom, human.”

      I fully intended to meet my doom, beat my doom to a bloody, quivering pulp, and offer it a quick and painless death if he told me what I wanted to know. If he didn’t, he could die slowly.

      I turned to the stairs, my pistol in my left hand, Ebon in the other. It was time to end this.

      “That’s it,” Tortengar whispered from the speakers. “Keep coming, hero. Walk up the stairs toward me. Fall right into my trap. Let me guess; you’re too proud to admit you’ve made a mistake, right? You’re too scared to turn around, wondering if your friends are going to judge you?”

      We started up the stairs, me in the lead, Beatrix in the middle, and Reaver in the rear. Reaver’s job was to pay attention to the ground floor as long as possible. She could be counted on to assist the Ish-Nul and Skrew if anything crawled out of the sand or came in the door. Beatrix and I would handle anything that came down the stairs to challenge us.

      “Do you feel that?” Beatrix asked. “The power?”

      I did. It was a heady, emboldening sensation, like I was having my batteries recharged by a lightning bolt. I became more aware of my surroundings, of the movement in the air, and the beating of my heart. I heard my footsteps like never before and noticed the intricate texture on the wall and stairs.

      “It’s Void-tech,” I said. “Whatever it is, it’s powerful.”

      The sensation suddenly stopped, and the tower became eerily quiet.

      “How does he do that?” Beatrix asked. “How does he know what we are saying?”

      “He’s probably got microphones all over the place,” Reaver said. “Did you notice how many self-important people were staying in the palace? I’m sure Tortengar made them feel spoiled like all they had to do was run their business, eat the food, and live a life of comfort while he managed the intricate details and affairs of his city. In reality, he was probably keeping them here to make it easier to spy on them.

      “And the people thinking he’s a brilliant leader, always a step ahead of them. Any plots to overthrow him would be dealt with before the ink could dry. Wouldn't be the first time.”

      “If he were a good leader,” Beatrix said, “he would not need to spy on his people. They would come to him. He would trust them.”

      “What we saw in the city proved he’s a bad leader,” I said. “We didn’t need any more evidence than that. Any leader who won’t take care of his people or empower them to take care of themselves is a bad leader. He allows them to suffer just that so he can live in luxury. He enslaves them and profits from slavery, which by itself is enough reason to kill him.”

      “He’s also an asshole,” Reaver added.

      We all laughed.

      Near the top of the staircase, the door to Tortengar’s throne room came into view. It was open, revealing the opulence of the room beyond.

      The floor was flagstone with sparkles of lightning-blue stone scattered throughout. The part of the wall we could see was covered in richly colored tapestries that showed scenes of some hero defeating various monsters. The hero, dressed in gold and red, was depicted as handsome while his opponents were terrifying in stature. I could only assume it was supposed to be Tortengar, though someone who’d really defeated as many enemies wouldn’t have tapestries made of the events. If anything, he’d have his enemies’ heads mounted on his wall.

      Beneath the tapestries were fine wooden chests with big gold locks on them. Inside, I guessed, was the wealth of the people, kept from them by their greedy dictator. If the rest of the walls were occupied with similar-sized chests, there could be enough treasure to purchase an entire planet.

      I looked forward to returning it to the citizens. For good or bad, they would have the choice of what they wanted to do with it. Either way, it would get the money moving again.

      The room itself looked to be about twelve yards wide. I couldn’t see around the corners, but I did feel a slight breeze. There was a window or door open to the main palace somewhere in the room.

      “Don’t be shy,” a voice, much higher-pitched than the one that came from the speakers, said. “Come in.”

      I glanced over my shoulder at my warrior companions. They smiled predatory grins, adjusted the grip on their weapons, and waited for my command.

      “Try not to kill him,” I reminded them. “It’ll be hard to get him to answer questions if his brains are splattered across the floor.”

      “No promises,” Reaver said.

      I leapt into the room, tucked into a roll, and heard a snap of power behind me. When I sprang to my feet, I found a four-armed alien dressed in red and gold, wearing a multi-pointed hat. He was sitting in a high-backed black chair a dozen feet away, which I hadn’t been able to see from outside the room. His eyes were white marbles except for the yellow edges, as if he were jaundiced. There were no irises I could identify, and the pupils were large.

      His skin was the color of violets, if the flowers were kept in a dark room and hadn’t been watered for a long time—more gray than anything else. The nails on his long fingers were manicured, long, and pointy.

      Behind him was a doorway that opened onto a small balcony.

      When I looked around, I found my companions were locked out of the room by a forcefield, which darkened and became almost opaque when Beatrix struck it with her hammer.

      “I assure you,” Tortengar said, his voice eerily calm, “your friends will never make it into this room. Nobody ever has, without my permission.”

      I pretended to cast a mournful glance at the women doing their best to fight their way through the forcefield. Beatrix had stopped hammering on it, and Reaver was blasting it with her rifle. Neither appeared to be having any positive effect, and none of it was making any noise at all.

      What I was really doing, though, was inspecting the room. Somewhere, there had to be a shield generator. It would be protected, I knew, but not as well protected as the room itself. If I could find it, I could drop the shield and allow my reinforcements to enter. Judging by their angry frowns, I was certain I’d have to remind them again not to kill Tortengar until I had the information I needed.

      The dictator leaned back in his chair, drummed the fingers of one hand on the armrest, and steepled the fingers of two others while he stared at me. “Not so tough when you don’t have your—”

      I’d heard enough. I snapped my pistol up and fired. The blast of energy was absorbed and dissipated by some kind of energy shield. Blue sparks danced across its invisible surface for a full second after the shot failed to reach him.

      Torgengar flinched, inspected himself, then laughed.

      “You see?” he said as he waved his hands about the room. “You have no power here. You can’t kill me. I am Tortengar. I command Thaz’red, and soon, the entire planet!”

      A dull, steady thrum snapped both of our heads toward the doorway. Sparks flew in time with the low beats.

      “It would seem,” I said, turning back to the dictator, “that your time is running out. That’s the funny thing about security. It’s a rare security system that takes into account all possible attack vectors.”

      He turned his head away from the door and frowned at me.

      “This is true,” he said, “but it will take her quite some time to chip through the wall with her little hammer. By then, you’ll already be dead.”

      I sent three more shots in his direction. One for each knee and one for his opposite shoulder, but they were all absorbed as before. He flinched with each shot, burning fractions of seconds, which would bring me closer until I was within slashing range.

      Suddenly, I was struck by a force I didn’t understand, and a sensation I hadn’t felt in many years. It touched a spot in my mind and my brain between my eyes and under my nose. It wasn’t painful so much as it was uncomfortable. It shook me, made my heart race, and made it almost impossible to think. I crashed to my knees as Ebon fell from my grip.

      Tortengar rose and adjusted his long robe. “It is a pity we haven’t been friends,” he mused as he took a few steps toward me. “It would have been a glorious thing to observe you commanding my guards. I suspect they, like your females, would have followed you unto their death. As it is, when I’ve dispatched you and your companions, there will be heads to send rolling.”

      He reached for Ebon with long fingers; I lunged for the blade but fell flat on my face.

      “Oh, very good,” he said as he lifted my sword from the ground. “You have chosen to prostrate after all—a kind gesture, one I will not forget. But alas, I think my elders will have a hard time respecting me if they hear that’s all it takes to receive my grace after a violent rebellion. So. All that’s left now is for you to die. You’re a tough one, I admit. Most others were already dead by now. I’ve never experienced it myself, you see. I have this to protect me.” He held out a hand and showed me a ring—a simple, narrow band of pure, unreflective ebony. “I’m not sure how it works, but I do know it prevents me from suffering. So, does it? Does it… hurt?”

      He bent at the waist and turned his ears toward me as if he were waiting for me to respond. I had plenty of things I wanted to say; I just couldn’t remember what they were.

      “Pity,” he said. “I do enjoy hearing the last words of the doomed. It doesn’t look like your females are making much progress, so I’ll sit here and let them watch you suffer. As soon as I drop the field, they too will suffer the same fate. Won’t that be lovely?”

      He leaned forward again as if he was waiting for me to respond and he didn’t want to miss my answer.

      My mind reeled and swam through the thick layer of confusion. I was adrift in a sea of syrup and blind as to which way was up. I struggled to stand, but my head began to pound, and the syrup had turned to blood, I could taste it in my mouth. I pushed harder against the invisible force, and it pushed back harder, making my eyeballs feel like they were being stepped on. I coughed once and crashed to the ground again, exhausted. I’d only managed to lift myself a few inches.

      “That’s it,” Tortengar purred. “Let it happen. Let go. There’s no reason to struggle. You’re only going to make it harder on yourself. Oh, and you should feel free to completely ignore everything I just said. I so enjoy watching this.”

      I relaxed my mind and fell back to my training. One of the lessons I made sure my troops learned was that, while violence of action and speed could solve most problems, sometimes thinking your way through a problem and avoiding force would create a much more satisfactory conclusion. As I contemplated how to apply it to my current situation, I felt the steel gauntlet crushing my sinuses and my eyes begin to feel lighter. My vision, which I hadn’t realized was cloudy, began to clear. My mind became sharp.

      That was it. Tortengar had used my rage against me. The technology he deployed relied on its victim to be angry to work. I’d broken the spell because I was strong enough to fall back on my training and smart enough to recognize what was happening. The thought of it almost made me laugh. Luckily, my face was turned away from the dictator.

      I raised my eyes and caught sight of Reaver squatting near the forcefield. She had both hands over her mouth. Beatrix was still beating on the wall, sending sparks flying across both of them. I winked at her, and her eyes went wide.

      Reaver stood, made a few rude gestures at Tortengar, and pretended to be angry. When she glanced at me, I moved my eyes up and down, simulating a nod. She turned up the heat by stomping her foot on the ground. Though I couldn't make out what she was saying, I was pretty sure it was instructions to Beatrix to do the same.

      The tentacle-haired woman joined in the dramatics and began bashing the floor beneath the forcefield. To her and Reaver’s surprise, a large chunk of the floor was vaporized.

      “Oh, dear,” Tortengar said.

      I heard the rustle of clothing and the tip of Ebon’s blade scrape across the floor.

      “It looks like I will have to speed things up a bit. I must have forgotten to have the floor near the doorway reinforced. No matter, though. This will be quite enjoyable too.”

      “Mrrmrrf,” I mumbled.

      “What’s that?” Tortengar said. “Did you say something?”

      I heard Ebon touch the ground, felt the dictator’s foul breath against my hair, and shot one fist up toward him. I only winged him, but Ebon clattered to the flagstones, and I heard the dictator grunt and slide across the floor.

      I found my sword, snatched it from the deck, and turned on my opponent.

      He was holding his forehead, which was oozing a viscous, red fluid.

      “That’s not possible,” he gasped. “You should have died by now!”

      “Not only is it possible,” I said, closing in on him, “it’s reality. Thank you for reminding me to keep my cool. Now, it's your turn. I have a few questions for you—but first, I’ll need that ring.”

      Tortengar hissed, reached into his shirt, and pulled the chain I’d seen earlier over his head. It was a yard long, and it had heavy rods on both ends, each about ten inches long, and made of Void-material. He swung it around lazily in one hand.

      “If you want it,” he growled, which was a bit comical with that high-pitched voice. “Come and get it.”

      “Don’t mind if I do,” I said.

      I’d seen weapons like his before. Ancient Terrans from the East had invented one and named it the kusari-fundo. It was difficult to wield and had limited range, but for those who knew how to use it, the weapon could be devastating. I was pretty sure Tortengar wasn’t an expert.

      I wasn’t about to let him win on a technicality, though, so I raised my sword to middle guard. If the alien knew how to use his weapon, I was going to be ready.

      He did.

      The attack came in a flash. The kusari-fundo shot out at me, far beyond its physical range. I was almost surprised, but it was Void-tech after all, so the laws of physics could and would be ignored.

      I ducked the blow and realized my mistake as the weighted end struck me on the back of my left shoulder. The pain was incredible, and my left arm went completely numb. I changed my grip, deflected the next two strikes, and closed the distance. He was fast, but he still looked like an amateur. He was relying too much on the abilities of the weapon rather than using his mind.

      His next strike was aimed directly at my foot. I lifted my leg out of the way, knowing exactly what his plan was. I wasn’t disappointed. The weapon curled, wrapped around my right calf, and trapped it. He shot me a triumphant look until I kicked my leg back, yanked him close, and socked him in the mouth. I had to be careful, though: I wanted him hurt, not dead.

      He was still standing, so I socked him again. He dropped his weapons and fell hard to his rump. “No!” he gurgled at me. Then, he spat a mouthful of blood, hitting me on my chin.

      I felt the pressure begin to return to my eyes and fought the rage back down.

      “Drop the forcefield,” I said.

      “Never!” Tortengar screeched before spitting at me again.

      I was ready for it and caught the wad on the flat of Ebon’s blade. He gasped.

      “Drop the forcefield. You know I can do it myself, but I’d appreciate it if you did it for me. I might even decide to show you some mercy.”

      The dictator scooted back until he was at his throne and reached for the right armrest.

      “Easy, there,” I said as I slapped his hand away with the side of my blade. “Let’s see what you’re up to.”

      I pointed the tip of my sword at Tortengar’s crotch as I inspected the armrest. There were several black spheres protruding from the furniture, held in place by wooden brackets.

      “Fex,” I muttered.

      There were six of them. It was almost enough power to run an entire Mars frigate, maybe two. Or, one seriously badass Void-tech ship.

      “So, how does it work?” I asked. “Do I press one of these?”

      “Yes,” he said. “Press the two at the ends of the armrests. Press them together.”

      He watched me closely and gasped when I ripped an entire armrest off, exposing sparking, sputtering wires.

      “No!” he hissed.

      I silenced the coward with a hard look before turning around. I smiled when I saw Reaver and Beatrix rushing toward me.

      “Troubles!” Skrew said over the comm. “Such many peoples! Angry peoples! They do things!”

      “What are they doing?” Reaver asked.

      “They fire and smash! Oh, not so bad. They killing the fancy-pantses what we saw before. But, uh-oh, now they much pissed and come to tower. Can shoot, yes?”

      “No,” I said. “Tell them to go to the balcony. I have something for them.”

      “Reaver,” I said as I held the broken chair piece out to her. Would you be so kind as to remove the Fex from this piece of the vizier’s chair?”

      “Certainly,” she said. “Why were you on the ground?”

      “He’s got some kind of tech in here that feeds off emotion. The more angry you are and the harder you fight against it, the more it punishes you. I imagine he pisses a lot of people off, and when they come in here to settle their score, they die. Isn’t that right?”

      Tortengar didn’t answer.

      “Very well,” I said, keeping my blade at his crotch as I squatted to look him in the eye. “I’m going to offer you a choice. It should be an easy one, because I’m pretty sure that right now your city is realizing you’re no longer in charge. And you likely have a person or two to be a little afraid of with your guard down, don’t you, you greedy little bitch?

      “So, here’s your choice. I could strip you naked, tie you up, and dangle you by your feet from the entrance to your own palace. I don’t think it would be long until someone found you and decided to, oh, I don’t know…”

      “Throw rocks at him?” Beatrix offered.

      “Find orifices to poke burning sticks into?” Reaver asked.

      “Cut off protruding parts?”

      Reaver opened her mouth to offer another suggestion, hesitated, then laughed hard.

      “I’m not sure I could top that one,” Reaver said, “unless they have spoons. Give me a spoon, and I’ll be worse than your worst nightmare.”

      “You see?” I asked the former dictator, “And these are people who, well, yes, dislike you, but don’t have years of abuse to avenge.”

      “What is the second choice?” Tortengar squeaked tersely.

      “The second choice is that you answer my questions,” I said. “If you lie, I will default to the consequences for the first choice. If you tell the truth, I’ll make sure your death is quick and as painless as possible.”

      His eyes moved between each of the women, then back to me, probably searching for a hint of sympathy. Finding none, he nodded once.

      “Good,” I said. “First. Where did the creature in the sand come from? How did you acquire it?

      “It was a gift,” he said with a measure of pride. “A sign and symbol of my authority and power from the Sitar. They called it their Hysinth, which means God-Seed. It was a bodyguard—that’s all.”

      “I doubt that,” I said. “Tell me what you know of the Sitar. Why are they here? What are their plans?”

      “They’re slavers,” he stammered. “They want the planet, but they don’t want everyone to know about it. They want the population to breed so they can collect slaves. Frightened people don’t breed as quickly.”

      “Sick bastard,” Reaver hissed, while Beatrix held her back.

      “Beatrix,” I said without taking my eyes off my cowering opponent, “somewhere in here, probably on the floor, you’ll find something I think you’ll be interested in. It looks like a chain with a weight attached at each end.”

      “A kusari-fundo?” Reaver asked. “Oh, look at it! It’s Void-tech! I haven’t seen one of these in years.”

      “What do you know about my crew, my Martian crew?” I asked.

      “I know of them, the humans,” he said with a sneer. “Troublemakers. They fought every guard I sent to corral them. I had to make an example of a few. After that, they were much more. . . cooperative.”

      “Where are they now?” I asked, doing my best to swallow my rage.

      “I sent them to the Sitar as tribute. They went up into the cloud and off the planet. With any luck, you’ll be joining them.”

      “How did they get off the planet?”

      “Through the cloud,” he said, shaking his head at me like I was dumb.

      “Is the cloud a spacecraft?”

      “No, it’s a… platform, sort of.”

      “A space elevator,” Reaver breathed.

      “A what?” Beatrix asked.

      “I’ll tell you about it later,” Reaver promised.

      I turned back to the enemy who only moments before had been ready to watch me suffer. He’d been too happy to watch me die slowly. He was a slaver, and his people suffered under his cruel reign. He deserved to suffer.

      “You’re not going to kill me,” Tortenger sneered as his thin lips curled into a grin. “If you were going to, you—”

      I hoisted him off the ground by the scruff of his neck. He tried to claw me with his long nails but stopped when I knocked him against the nearby wall. I walked him out to the balcony.

      The view would have been gorgeous, if this city had been ruled by someone who’d cared even a little about his people. Now, all I could see was desolation, a pile of shit for the people to work day and night to turn back into a home and a hub for trade and culture, something it had obviously been in the past, judging by what remained of the once-grand structures. On the dusty square that stretched out unevenly beneath the balcony, a crowd had assembled. They must have heard what was happening.

      The crowd started to grow excited when they realized who I was dangling from the tower. Tortengar screamed and held onto my arm with all four of his.

      There were thousands of people. Some cheered, some hissed, and the rest screamed incomprehensible words of rage up at their oppressor.

      “Wait!” the former dictator protested. “I told you everything! I didn’t send your companion, the one you call Reaver, to them! I could have, but I didn’t! I saved her!”

      “You saved me for the arena,” Reaver hissed. “You sold me into slavery.”

      “People of Thaz’red,” I called over the crowd. They quieted almost instantly. “This is Tortengar. He was your ruler, but no more.”

      With that, I momentarily adjusted my grip and then I severed the mewling alien’s body, keeping hold of the head. His body fell unceremoniously to the ground. The swift death was what I’d promised, but not what he deserved.

      “The Ish-Nul will rule your city now. They are wise, strong, and kind. If anyone challenges them, they will answer to me!”

      The crowd erupted in a cheer so loud it threatened to tear the palace down.

      “What is happen?” Skrew asked.

      “Tell Timo-Ran he’s in charge now. There’s enough treasure up here to rebuild the city. I want him to spend as much as it takes, and then some. Thaz’red is now an Ish-Nul town.”

      I sat Tortengar’s head on the edge of the balcony and turned back to the women.

      “Let’s go through this stuff before Timo-Ran gets up here,” I said. “We’re only taking the Void-tech for Nyna to check out, all else just dump outside. Then we’ll make a stop at the armory, then we’re going to Brazud. We’re finally going to face the Xeno and free my crew.”
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      We started emptying Tortengar’s treasure chests onto the polished stone floor. Among the expected gold rings, coins, necklaces, and goblets were only a few Void-tech items. I wasn’t disappointed, though, because they were all Fex. We were up to a dozen. I wasn’t certain how to measure their power output or potential, but from what I’d seen, it wouldn’t take more than 10 to power a Martian heavy cruiser—maybe even a battleship.

      At first, it looked like we wouldn’t find anything more useful among the treasure. That was, until I found something that looked completely out of place. It was a key, or something resembling a key, and it was definitely Void-tech. It was about ten inches long with a narrow shaft and three uneven teeth. The handle end was intricate and depicted a creature resembling a squid. There was no doubt; not only was it Void-tech, but likely the Lakunae themselves had made it. There weren’t any obvious candidate keyholes around, so I pocketed it for the time being.

      “Anything else?” I asked the others.

      Beatrix was still spreading out treasure heaps with wild kicks, and Reaver looked like she was searching for hidden panels at the bottom of the emptied chests.

      “Nothing here,” Reaver said. She rested a fist on her hip and raised her eyebrows. “To think that, back home, this treasure would be enough to retire on a hundred times… ”

      “Yeah,” I laughed. “But, well, our retirement’s still a while away. And unless you want to carry all of this around in your pockets until that day… Anyway. let’s go check out the armory and barracks.”

      Cries of joy and gratitude met us at the bottom of the stairs. Dozens of people were outside the open door to the tower. I figured they’d come from another exit that I didn’t know about. 

      “Thank you!” one bird-like alien said as it waved to me.

      “May the Void Gods bless you, sir,” an old man with frighteningly large and yellow teeth said.

      Several others were stretching, squirming, or extending eyestalks as they tried to catch a glimpse of me past the crowd.

      “I can see him!” one said.

      Dozens, maybe hundreds, behind the alien cheered. I hadn’t done it for the praise, but knowing they were grateful felt good. 

      Neb-Ka and Tila were having a tough time keeping them back while Timo-Ran tried to answer simple questions like whether there was any food, who was going to be in charge of the police, and if there would be trials for those who wronged so many. All administrative issues he’d need help with later, but as for the leadership part, I knew he could handle it.

      Meanwhile, Skrew was standing behind them doing his best to look as intimidating as possible. And he was pulling it off, in spite of having Nyna crawling all over his mech as she fixed and adjusted parts.

      We walked through the open doorway and headed downstairs. I kept my pistol in my hand, just in case there was a guard hiding in the barracks or armory, but put it away when it became apparent we were alone.

      There were three rooms. The main chamber was the barracks proper. It was a rectangular room 50 yards long and half that wide. Large, metal-framed beds lined both walls. Between them were weapons racks, most of which were empty. The guards had thoughtfully brought their weapons with them, so we didn’t have to haul them up the stairs.

      What I could see of the next room made my heart pound with excitement. Through the double-sized doorway, I could see several different types of weapons I recognized, and neat stacks of equipment I didn’t.

      “You’d better go get Nyna,” I told Reaver. “I think we’re going to need her help with some of this stuff. Grab Timo-Ran too, And put Neb-Ka on the doorway. As the new mayor of Thaz’red, Timo-Ran should know what his resources are.”

      As Reaver made off with a terse “Roger that,” Beatrix and I walked into the room and were greeted by the familiar scents of gun oil and ozone. Among the energy weapons, we spotted at least two partly assembled pieces of artillery and three heavy anti-armor missile launchers, along with crates of missiles, and enough power packs to keep the weapons killing for a long time.

      “It’s exactly what they needed,” I breathed.

      “It was kind of Tortengar to gather the equipment here,” Beatrix said as she looped an arm around my shoulders. “It will make them easier to disperse among the people.”

      Two of her tentacles were gently stroking my neck while a third found its way down my shirt and stroked my chest. I found it amusing that she couldn’t keep her hands, or tentacles, off me. And I found it much more than that, too.

      As we walked further into the armory, I spotted a third door. It was made of a silver-colored metal that had once been painted a dull shade of green. Most of the Neb-Ka had chipped off, though, and it appeared not to have been opened in quite some time.

      The lock was the most interesting part. It was primitive in design, had thick rivets running through it into the door and frame.And it was, unreflectively, totally black: Void-tech. I’d found a key, and now, I’d found a lock.

      “Wow, look at all this stuff!”

      The voice dragged my eyes from the lock, to the back of the narrow room with racks of weapons on both sides and tables of equipment in the middle. Timo-Ran looked around with wide-open eyes, and Nyna had her arms stretched out to her sides like she was trying to keep her balance. Maybe she was, because her head swiveled back and forth, and her eyes rolled around like she was trying to look at everything at once.

      “Wow, is that a vehicle-mounted plasma cannon?” she gasped. “It is! I could strap this baby to a hoverbike and turn it into a fast-attack ship. If we sacrificed a Fex for it, it would never run out of power. Not just like not now, but ever, you know?” She wasn’t speaking to anyone in particular, but I nodded my understanding.

      “Oooh,” she then said, picking up a three-foot-long studded rod. “This is a shock-stick. Guards use them to subdue people without killing them. I’ve heard that other people like to use them in the bedroom. They turn down the shock, of course. The material should be perfect. I mean, if you’re into that kind of thing.”

      She gave me a long, curious look. I rolled my eyes, which made her giggle.

      “Oh, this looks like battle armor,” she continued. “It’s only for people with two arms, so we and the Ish-Nul could use them. There’s got to be, wow, probably 50 of them.”

      “These are different,” she continued as she help something up for Reaper. “I think they’re for breathing in space. See how they fit together? And the helmet is big enough to cover your whole head. And this part is clear, so you can look around. They’re really tough, too.

      “And that,” she continued breathlessly, “that looks like a big gun for shooting down hovercraft and stuff. But it’s too big for people to carry around. Maybe—oh, yeah—it’s like the one we destroyed at the front gate to the palace. I wonder if the people could set it up. It would be really good defense for the city. Especially if they set it at the very top of the palace instead of just guarding the gate. That way it could shoot down any enemy trying to fly in, you know?”

      “Nyna,” I said right after she finished, in case she wanted to go over every single item in the room, “get an inventory going. We need to know what’s in this room. We need to leave everything we can for the citizens, but our next stop is Brazud, so if you see something useful that we can carry, set it aside. The more destructive, the better.”

      “Like phase-grenades?” she asked.

      “Is that a thing?” I asked.

      She shrugged. “No idea, but I bet if it is, this is where it’ll be.”

      She smiled like she’d won the Comedian of the Year award. Beatrix and I laughed.

      “Yes, if you find a phase-grenade, we could use a couple dozen of those, I’m sure. We don’t have a lot of time, though, so please move quickly. It might already be too late, but I want to get to the space elevator as quickly as possible. Space elevators are usually used to place objects into orbit or to transfer troops or material between the surface and a spacecraft. If my crew are already at the other end or aboard a ship, I want to get to them before they’re taken away.”

      “Will do,” Nyna said before she turned back to her favorite pretty things. Reaver stayed with her to help her move the heavier items while Timo-Ran still stood frozen with his mouth hanging open.

      I was glad he was impressed. But the man would have to make some careful decisions on who he armed, and with what. Not everyone could be trusted, but the more guns he had pointed at his enemies, the better.

      “It could already be too late,” I mused.

      “You are correct,” Beatrix whispered into my ear. “Your crew may be gone already. But we will follow you anywhere, even out among the stars.”

      “Thank you,” I whispered back.

      Our lips were close, and I noticed the hunger in her eyes. So I looked intensely into her eyes, pulled back just an inch, and went back in to kiss her. She returned it hard and strong as she wrapped several more of her tentacles around my head, while two more gently stroked my ears. Her signal was loud and clear, so I decided to give her a little thrill. My tongue found her lips and parted them. I gently touched her teeth, her lips, and found her tongue. She gasped, her tentacles going rigid for a moment, and pressed her pelvis against mine. There was no way I could hide my erection from her, and she pulled away with a big smile as she ground her body against mine, reveling in the experience.

      I gently separated myself from her and ran the back of my hand down her soft cheek. She tilted her head toward it and touched my arm with each of her tentacles, one at a time.

      “I think I found the lock this key goes into,” I said as I held the Void-tech skeleton key between us.

      Beatrix blinked like she was waking up from a dream and stared at the key for a moment. She was still breathing hard but was successfully fighting to regain her focus.

      “Let’s try it,” she said.

      I squatted down to inspect the lock and realized there was no keyhole. It was as if someone had welded the device into place as a permanent barrier rather than making it easy to access for someone who had the key.

      I lifted the key and touched it to the black lock. There was a sensation in the room like a soft thump, and the lock vanished to reveal a regular doorknob. I placed the key back into my pocket, and stood up with a grin.

      “Let’s see what’s inside,” I said.

      

      Gather our artifacts. Bring them together. Bring peace to your world.

      

      The Lakunae’s words kept repeating themselves in my mind as I opened the door. With this powerful lock to the door, no doubt this room was crucial. I wasn’t prepared for what I found, but I was delighted. The room was the smallest of the three and, based on how it was secured, served as a vault for the best items in the collection. Racks, most of which appeared to have been custom-made to accommodate the weapons and armor they held, were scattered throughout the room, unlike the rest of the armory, which was far more organized. 

      The experience of seeing Void-tech weaponry, armor, and various tools and equipment all gathered in one place was a bit overwhelming. I felt drunk with the power laid out before me, and I wondered again whether the Lakunae were intervening on my behalf. They knew where I was, and they were reminding me of the mission they expected me to complete; that was for certain. But whether they were guiding my actions and my decisions… I wasn’t sure. In any case, this room meant I could equip my entire team with Void-tech, and any problem we applied our massive force to would have a hard time resisting.

      I heard the door close behind me and found Beatrix leaning against it. She looked at me and remained still for a while, her hip cocked, before she slowly started removing her clothes. She was breathing hard, and her tentacles danced on her head like she was caught outside in a storm. When she smiled, it was the smile of a determined feral cat closing in on her dinner. When she was completely naked her smile didn’t waver, she knew what she wanted and she knew she would get it.

      The sight of her curves, her smooth skin, her dark, erect nipples, and her hairless pussy made me throb with anticipation. Apparently, she was tired of giving me hints. It was her intention to take me whether I liked it or not. I liked it.

      I undressed as quickly as possible to avoid her ripping my clothes off of me, possibly damaging some of them—just in time for her to grab my ass with both of her hands and thrust her pelvis against mine. She was aggressive, more aggressive than I’d ever seen her before, even in life-or-death combat. I was curious what she had in mind and how much further that knob could be turned, so I decided to draw it out.

      I started by running my fingertips up and down her back. Slowly, lightly. I made her wait. She wagged back and forth against me, her head nestled against my chest. She was holding her breath. My touch was like an electric rod to her skin, one whose charge could be released at any moment, and all her attention was drawn to it.

      Then, I found a tentacle, rolled it around my finger, and moved my hand away as I gently uncoiled it. She moaned, unable to contain herself any longer, and started kissing my face, neck, and ear, while one of her tentacles snaked and stretched its way down my chest, past my belly, and curled itself several times around my manhood. The tentacle was soft and warm, but instead of stroking me as I’d expected, she used it to guide me toward the gap between her thighs.

      I felt her wetness as she rubbed me against her, lifting one leg up and wrapping it around mine. She thrust her hips into mine, letting me feel the moist length of the lips between her legs.

      “I want,” she gasped.

      Then, without another word, she wrapped her tentacles around me, lifted me from the ground, and dropped me on my back, almost hard enough to knock the wind out of me. I couldn’t help but smile. I’d never seen her like that before.

      A moment later, she had two tentacles pinning my arms above my head, two others gently stroking my nipples, and several more stroking my thighs. I could have broken her grip, but I had no desire to do so. Then, she guided me inside of her and rode me hard enough to hurt. She led me higher than I’d ever been before, and gave me a gorgeous view every step of the way as her body worked it. 

      Afterward, I dressed and waited for Beatrix to recover. She lay on the floor breathing hard with her tentacles splayed out like the blades of a fan. Every now and then she let out a moaning sigh, followed by a little chuckle. Several minutes later, she stood, kissed me again, and dressed.

      I opened the door, ready to tell the others what I’d found, but I stopped short when each of them gave me a knowing smile. I guessed Beatrix had been louder than I’d thought. I coughed to hide a laugh.

      “I found some more Void-tech,” I said to Reaver and Nyna, who were enviously watching the ruffled-up Beatrix come out of the room after me. “Come help me check it out. We’ll need to choose stuff for the rest of our team, too, including Yaltu and Enra back at the Ish-Nul village.”

      “You found that much stuff?” Nyna asked. When she walked into the room, she crossed her arms and nodded approvingly.

      “Damn,” Reaver echoed as she turned to Beatrix. “No wonder you got excited. This makes me want to jump his bones too!”

      Both women turned to me and smiled. I looked forward to our next break.

      “I don’t know what all of this is,” Nyna said, “but that’s part of the fun, you know?It’s like a puzzle with several different solutions, and each one makes a different piece of art when it’s done.

      “For instance,” she said, holding up an ebony, multi-flanged mace, “while this looks like a bashing weapon, I bet it was a key to a really big lock somewhere. You want it?” She held the heavy weapon out for Reaver with both hands.

      “I’m good.” Reaver was holding Clarent, her twin-bladed weapon. In its undeployed configuration, it looked like a simple, silver scepter.

      “I want it,” Beatrix said breathlessly.

      She took the proffered weapon, swung it a few times to check its balance, and did the same with her trusty warhammer in her other hand. She made a face like she wasn’t sure which she wanted to choose.

      “May I?” I asked, holding out a hand.

      She placed the mace in it, and I was immediately impressed. The weapon was the right length, maybe a few inches longer than her current weapon. It was well-balanced, which made recovery from a swing easier and more efficient. The only thing it was lacking was pizzaz.

      I turned the mace over in my hands a few times, and when I discovered a hemispherical socket in the pommel, felt my face stretch into a broad smile.

      “What?” Beatrix asked, stepping closer.

      She stared at it for a few seconds, then slowly lifted her eyes to mine.

      “Do you think it was meant for one?” she asked.

      “Only one way to find out,” I answered.

      I handed it and a Fex to her.

      Beatrix hesitated for a moment before she pressed the power source into the weapon’s socket. At first, nothing happened, but then, claw-like hooks extended from the pommel, holding the Fex in place.

      “I can sense its power,” Beatrix whispered.

      She gave it a slow swing, but nothing happened.

      “Try it on the door,” I told her.

      She walked to the door and struck the metal gently. The silver metal buckled and screeched like it had been struck several times harder. The door tilted, its top hinge broken.

      “Oh, yes,” she said, “I like this one.”

      Timo-Ran watched from just outside the doorway. Beatrix stared at her new weapon as she handed her old one to him.

      The bearded man took the glowing hammer, gave it a few experimental swings, and grinned broadly.

      “I accept,” he said. “And thank you.”

      “This,” Nyna said, pointing to the rack beside her, “is almost certainly armor. I bet it’s stronger than it looks.”

      She held the vest-like thing out to me, but even from ten feet away, I could tell it would be too small.

      Nyna noticed as well, so she held it up to herself, and put it on. It was a perfect fit.

      “Here,” Reaver said, “try this one.”

      She was holding up another, much larger vest. I slipped it over my head. It was a perfect fit. How far did the Lakunae’s tentacles reach into this world?

      Nyna reached into her colorful backpack and retrieved Spirit-Watcher.

      “Let’s see if this helps,” she mumbled, looking around for a while. “Nope,” she finally said as she stuffed them back into her bag. “There’s too much information here. Too many things, I guess. Plus, there’s so much technology in the next room, I’m getting data from that, too. Maybe there’s a way to tone it down a bit so that I can only see the things I want to see. I’ll figure it out later.”

      She sighed and went straight back so scanning the room.

      “This,” she said as she held up what looked like a deep shadow, “is, um, oh, it’s a cloak. Yaltu likes cloaks, so I’ll give it to her. No idea if black’s her color, though. We’ll see.”

      “And these,” Nyna said, holding what appeared to be five-fingered gloves, one in each hand, “look like stylish gloves. Well, I needed a pair of gloves, I guess.”

      She put them on and planted her hands on her hips. She opened her mouth to say something but hesitated, then slowly turned her eyes toward her waist.

      “That was weird,” she said.

      “What was weird?” Reaver asked, slightly alarmed.

      “When I touched my waist, for a second, I thought I could see something.”

      Nyna slowly walked from the room and laid her hand on a small cylindrical object on a -table just outside the door in the next room. Her eyes rolled to the back of her head for a moment, then she gasped.

      “Yup,” she whispered. “That was a rush. These are mechanics' gloves, for sure. When I touch things, I can sort of see the circuitry. For instance, this part,” she said, holding up the object, “is completely busted. It was some sort of cooling device.”

      “Nice,” I said. “That’s going to a be useful trick.”

      If we knew for sure what could and what couldn’t be repaired, we could intervene at exactly the right moment and not carry along stuff that would turn out to be useless to us. With those gloves, I also hoped we could get a final verdict on Skrew’s mech.

      “Now, this is something I could use,” Reaver piped up as she gripped an odd-shaped Void-pistol. She pointed at the far corner of the room. “It’s kind of weird, but I bet it’s powerful.”

      I tossed her a Fex, which she inserted into the grip before inspecting the weapon again.

      “It doesn’t seem to have a trigger,” she complained.

      A moment later, she clicked something with her opposite hand and flinched when the pistol’s barrel silently extended a full yard, a stock popped out of the other end, and a scope snapped into place on top.

      “Oh,” she said with a laugh, “it’s not a pistol. And there’s the trigger.”

      Immediately, Nyna burst back into the room.

      “So, I found this thing out there,” she babbled, “I mean, I found a lot of things, but nothing like this one. At first, I thought it was broken, but it’s not. Well, it was, but nothing bad. It needed a new power cell. So, at first, I was like, where am I going to get a new power cell for this thing, right? Then, I remembered that there are a lot of things out there, so there’s probably a power cell that would fit, right? So, then—”

      “Nyna,” I said softly, “relax. Tell us what’s going on. What did you find?”

      “It’s a… scanner, I guess,” she said a little slower. “Anyway, we’ve got trouble coming. Five troubles to be more precise. All headed this way fast.”

      I quickly joined her and took the device. It looked like a datapad, something the Martian Storm Marines used all the time. It was a portable computer capable of transferring data to and from a central information source quickly and efficiently.

      Displayed on the screen were five icons. A glowing red line behind them indicated their origin—Brazud. A green, blinking dot in the center of the pad showed our own location.

      I tapped one of the red icons, and it changed to a wireframe diagram of the inbound enemy vessel. It was a new one to me, but the design was unmistakable. It was Xeno.

      “Did I bring them?” she asked, hands on her mouth.

      I tapped the screen again and studied the icons for a second.

      “No,” I concluded. “Based on their speed and how far they’ve traveled so far, they left more than an hour ago. My guess is that the sand-creature called them in. It’s probably telepathic. I bet the Xeno gave it to Tortengar to spie on him, just like he was spying on the bureaucrats. So they’ve been informed, and now, they’re coming.”

      The room grew silent as everyone waited for me to continue, to tell them how we were going to resolve this situation. And I knew what had to be done.

      “Get the people ready,” I said to Timo-Ran. “Equip as many as you can. You aren’t going to have a lot of time for training. No time, in fact. So, try to find people who already have weapons experience. If we fail, the Xeno will be on you in no time. Do not surrender. They don’t understand surrender. They’ll kill all of you or take you as slaves. They have no mercy. They’re animals and cannot be reasoned with. Also, they’re smart, so don’t underestimate them. Now, go!”

      Timo-Ran nodded once, grabbed an armful of rifles, and ran through the barracks and up the stairs.
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      I would have preferred more time to prepare, but the Xeno had five of their ships on the way. My advantage was that I would choose the battleground.

      I carried Nyna up to the throne room as fast as I could. We had no time to lose. She gasped at the mess we’d made on the floor as I set her down.

      “That’s a lot of gold,” she whispered. “Are those diamonds? Those are diamonds, right?”

      “Focus,” I said. “Where’s the hovership Tortengar was going to use to escape? We have to take the battle to them, the citizens aren’t ready for a fight.”

      She pointed at the ceiling.

      “How do we get in?” I asked.

      “Oh, right.” She pulled Spirit-Watcher out of her bag and looked around for a moment before pointing to the throne. “It’s behind that ugly, broken chair. But it looks like we’ll need to fix something. There’s a ladderwell behind it that goes up into the ship.”

      I marched to the broken throne as Reaver, Skrew, and Beatrix entered. A second later, I ripped the throne from its mounts and yanked a gaudy tapestry from the wall. There was a heavy-looking metal door with a glowing keypad in its center behind it.

      “Oh,” Nyna said, “I can—”

      She stopped talking when I punched the door, grabbed a buckled edge, and ripped it out of the way.

      “Or, you can just do that,” Nyna added blankly.

      “Let’s go,” I said.

      The ladderwell was barely wide enough for my shoulders to fit through. It opened straight into the interior of the ship.

      The lights were on, but it was silent inside. It was clearly of a later generation than Skrew’s mech. Based on what I could see, I estimated it to be about 30 feet long and equally wide, not accounting for any armament it may have had or the weapon pods. It was big, but not so big it wouldn't fit out of the escape hatch.

      “The pilot’s seat should be that way,” Nyna said from beneath me. “Let me squeeze past, and I’ll get her warmed up.”

      I pressed my body against the bulkhead to give her as much room as possible. Still, she managed to get stuck going past and had to brush her slender waist against me as she passed. She pretended to stop momentarily to inspect something when her perfect, perky boobs reached my face, stretching her arms up toward the supposed point of interest toward the ceiling, then continued on.

      “Eww,” Skrew said from the bottom of the ladderwell. The others laughed.

      “Yup,” Nyna said, “found it. This thing’s got six guns. Damn, that’s a lot of firepower. Everyone, pick one and strap yourselves in. Tortengar spared no expense on this thing.”

      I found two tiny gun pods behind the pilot’s seat. They were belly-guns, and the job of their gunners was to shoot anything in front of, behind, or underneath the ship. The others squeezed into similar pods on other parts of the ship. A second later, the craft shuddered and began to hum.

      “Cool,” Nyna said. “Unlocking the escape hatch. Let’s call it an attack hatch because we aren’t really escaping, am I right? Alright, warming the systems now. Weapons should come online in a—”

      The ship shook three times, and the movement was accompanied by the sound of capacitors recharging.

      “Oops,” Skrew said. “Found the pew but maybe did shoot the pew. Yup, did shoot the pew.” His voice came from a speaker hidden in the seat I’d strapped myself into.

      “I heard that,” Reaver’s voice said. “Keep your booger hook off the bang switch until you see an enemy ship, Skrew. These cannons are powerful, and you’re lucky you didn’t bring the place down on our heads. Can everyone hear me?”

      “I can,” I said, and the others affirmed too.

      “Neat,” Nyna said excitedly. “This is a badass ship. I think I can fly it too!”

      Nobody said anything in response, but I was pretty sure we were all thinking the same thing. You think you can fly it? You’re not sure?

      Well, we’d come this far, and we had no other plan.

      “Wow,” Nyna continued. “This thing is way overpowered. It’s got two Fex powering it. Should make the guns recharge faster, though, so shoot to your heart’s content—after we’re in the air and see the enemy, Skrew. Let’s do this!”

      Her enthusiastic battle cry was accompanied by a violent reverse thrust and a sudden stop.

      “Everything’s fine,” she said. “No problem. Up is down, down is up, and so on. That’s all. I’ve got this.”

      A moment later, we were rising into the sky.

      A small square panel in front of me lit up, and the lights on a flight yoke illuminated. I took hold and managed to almost instantly invert myself. It took a few tries, but I figured out the controls quickly. Based on the grunts and curses from the rest of the gunners, it sounded like we were all new to the control and targeting system.

      “Everyone fire three shots where it’s safe,” I ordered. “We need to know if your gun works or not. If not, you can move to a working one.”

      The ship shuddered as angry yellow bolts of superheated air destroyed boulders, hillsides, and, in my case, caused a rockslide into an unoccupied valley. I marveled at the power I held at my fingertips. There was no way the Xeno would last long against us. They were in for a surprise.

      “Skrew loves pew-pew gun,” the vrak whispered. “Is such power. Very kaboom. Make Xeno plenty dead.”

      He giggled, and the sound sent shivers up my spine. I was glad he was on our side.

      Nyna cranked up the speed, and soon the landscape beneath us was nothing but a blur. 

      “The red blips look like they’re about a minute out,” she said. “They’re turning toward us. I’m going to slow down so we can meet—oh shit, get ready, here they are!”

      The ship braked abruptly, sending me slamming into the front of my harness, and with that wake-up call, we were in battle. When I’d regained my bearings, I could see them. I squeezed the trigger on the yoke and brought the gun around as I chased one of the Xeno vessels. It was shaped like a crescent, but one end was slightly bulged. I guessed it was the cockpit. Two more zipped past, chased by yellow hyphens.

      “Shoot where they will be when your shots are out, not where you see them!” I barked. “Shoot in their path, and they’ll run into your weapons fire!”

      The next small craft took a hard hit near its center and began to vent smoke, but it wasn’t out of the battle. For a moment, I caught sight of a much larger Xeno ship, before ours banked hard to the left, then right, then performed a barrel roll.

      “Sorry,” Nyna said. “We had one on our ass. I shook it loose, though.”

      The big ship came into view again. It was headed toward us but didn’t look like it was moving as fast as the others. Nor did it seem as maneuverable.

      “Looks like a small carrier,” Reaver said.

      “That’s what I was thinking,” I said as I opened up on another small craft but missed it by a fraction of an inch.

      I grunted as the ship shook hard.

      “We’re hit!” Nyna said. “But we’re still good. Damn. They’re shooting some kind of beam at us!”

      Another small craft cut in front of us and fired green beams from its center. Yellow energy bolts shot all the way around it, and I saw my opportunity. I waited until I was sure, then pulled the trigger and sent four well-aimed blasts through the cockpit. The Xeno vessel exploded and disappeared in a black cloud.

      Another came around, flew through the cloud, and headed right toward me. I pulled the trigger, as did two other gunners, and tore the craft to shreds. For a moment, I saw the pilot as his craft fell apart around him. He had two arms, two legs, and looked very human. He was also wearing a Martian Navy uniform. My breath caught in my throat.

      They’ve been infected, just like Demetrios, the former king of Brazud, I realized. Demetrios was nothing more than a skin. The parasite was using it like a costume. My crew have become zombies doing their sworn enemies’ bidding.

      A hard jolt spun our ship and slammed my head against the bulkhead, interrupting my horrified stare. I touched the spot, looking for blood, but there wasn’t any. The bulkhead had a dent in it though.

      “Damn!” Nyna hissed. “That was a hard hit. It’s the big ship. It’s joined the fight. We can outrun them if you want. Or we can fight. But that thing’s a monster!”

      A barrage of green bolts lanced up from somewhere beneath our ship and caused us to lose power for a moment and drop. It felt like my stomach might hit my eyeballs before Nyna recovered and took evasive maneuvers. She grunted as she fought to shake off our pursuer. I felt her increase, then decrease the throttle.

      “I’m about to do something stupid,” she warned. “Hang on!”

      I gritted my teeth and held on to my harness. She hadn’t been kidding. We stopped mid-air and turned completely around. I only had a second to grab the yoke and pull the trigger. A second was long enough. 

      There’s nothing of their humanity left, I thought. The pilots of those Xeno vessels are the enemy, they’ve died and their powerful, disciplined bodies are being exploited by those parasites.

      The crescent-shaped ship chasing us had trouble stopping, but as it slowed, it exposed its belly, increasing the profile of our target. Several guns fired at once and tore the ship into pieces, but not before the pilot jumped from his disintegrating craft and leaped for ours.

      “Holy shit!” Nyna exclaimed. “Was that a human?”

      I’d hoped they wouldn’t have noticed during the battle. We had to remain focused on our goal, these bodies were beyond saving, but the Xeno were not beyond defeating.

      “It was,” Reaver said, her voice mournful. “And it was one of our crew. The fuck is he doing, Jacob?”

      I heard a thump on the top of the ship followed by several more sounds. The creaking, snapping noises told me he’d survived his jump and was up to no good.

      “Right now,” Nyna said, “he’s taking the ship apart. He’s pulling antennae off! Oh, there goes a sensor. I don’t think I needed that one, a ground surveyor. But shit, quick, someone do something!”

      “Spin the ship!” Beatrix said.

      “Can’t,” Nyna answered, “got to run. We’ve got another one inbound!”

      I turned my gun but didn’t have a shot. I could hear him breaking things, but I couldn't see my target.

      “Does anyone have a shot?” I asked.

      Nobody did.

      I glanced around the pod looking for something, anything that could help me get rid of the invader before he properly damaged out only ship. I found a short, handle-like rod. I squinted at it, and smiled when I realized what I was holding.

      “Slow the ship,” I said.

      “If you say so…” Nyna replied uneasily.

      She slammed on the brakes, and we took three hard hits from the last crescent ship as it buzzed past us.

      I unstrapped my harness, turned the handle, and a hatch irised open above my head. I drew my pistol, squeezed one shoulder out, and took aim at the human clinging to the top of our ship. He was badly burned, and, though I didn't know his name, I did recognize him and the logo on his shoulder. He’d been part of the engineering team aboard the Revenge, our stolen Xeno ship that was supposed to have taken us all the way to a Xeno world. Now, his purpose was to kill me and my companions, to aid the Xeno’s plan of universe-wide domination.

      He noticed me, turned toward me, and removed all doubt as to his loyalty. He opened his mouth, and two very Xeno-like mandibles stretched it grossly out of shape. I squeezed the trigger. The top half of his body vaporized. The bottom half bounced across the deck and fell.

      I quickly pulled myself back into my harness and closed the hatch.

      “I got him!” I said. “Go!”

      Nyna turned up the speed and sent us corkscrewing away from the last crescent ship as it turned to take another run at us. The maneuver sent us straight at the Xeno carrier, though. It was at least ten times the size of the crescent fighters, which made it at least five times our size. Nyna saw the threat and began to jerk her controls as randomly as possible to avoid the incoming enemy fire.

      I saw an opening, though—a flaw in the carrier’s design—and came up with a plan.

      “Head toward the carrier!” I ordered. “Put us on top of her, right where those two big bulges meet near the rear!”

      “You got it,” Nyna said with a grunt as we took another hit from the big ship. “Coming in hot. Hold on, everyone.”

      “Skrew,” I said. “The second we land, I need you to make your way to the belly-gun behind Nyna. Move as fast as possible. We’ll keep the other ships off us. Tell me when you get there.”

      “Skrew is scary,” he whimpered.

      “You can do it,” I said. “You’re the only one skinny enough to fit. You have to do it.”

      “Skrew will try,” he said.

      It’s all I could ask him to do.

      The next 30 seconds were filled with grunts, groans, and the sound of something tearing loose, bouncing along the outside of the hull and disappearing. I hoped it wasn’t anything important. Then, we landed on top of the enemy ship, which began a slow roll as it tried to throw us off.

      “Skrew, go!” I ordered.

      I heard the vrak whimper, scramble out of his weapon pod, and make his way across the ship. Two of us opened up on the last crescent ship as it attempted to find a way to shoot us without hitting its mothership. It was too far away for accurate fire, and our bolts were keeping it from getting any closer.

      “Skrew is here,” the vrak gasped. “What is to do?”

      “Shoot the big ship,” I said.

      “Where?”

      “Everywhere.”

      Our hovership shuddered as Skrew unloaded the belly-gun into our enemy. Soon, he was narrating his adventure.

      “Oooh, big pow! Hello, ugly enemy. Skrew has present. Oh, didn’t like present? Is sad, yes? Now, not sad. Is dead. Ha! Try to run but not faster! Now is not running. Is dead. Oooh, what that? No matter—is dead. Oh! Um… Uh…”

      “What?” Nyna said.

      “Skrew broke ship,”

      “You broke our ship?” Reaver asked, panicked.

      “No, broke they ship. Maybe fly away now before goes kaboom?”

      Nyna didn’t need to be told twice. She jammed the accelerator forward, shooting us off the back of the vessel like a bullet. A half second later, there was an enormous explosion, and we were sent spinning through the air, but Nyna soon regained control.

      “Wow,” she said. “One ship left.”

      She banked hard, and the last crescent fighter came into view.

      “Wait!” Reaver said. “Cease fire!”

      “What do you see?” Beatrix asked.

      “Awww,” Skrew said. He sounded genuinely sad.

      “Look at it,” she explained. “It’s not running or turning to fight us. It’s just coasting like it doesn’t have a care in the world.”

      “So?” Nyna said.

      “So, why?” Reaver said slowly. “Why isn’t it fighting us?”

      It was a good question. Even as we approached close enough to see details in the ship’s construction, it didn’t change course, speed up, or slow down. I suddenly realized what happened.

      “It doesn’t know what to do,” I said. “It’s not like it’s waiting for orders; it literally doesn’t know what to do. We destroyed the carrier. Something or someone on the carrier was controlling the other ships. When that ship was destroyed, the link was broken.”

      “A hive mind,” Beatrix whispered.

      “Are they operating like bees?” Reaver asked. “You know, where they have a Queen or something?”

      “Sort of,” I told her, “but it’s more than that. In a true hive mind, one truly does all the thinking for the others, so all the others are absolutely dependent. It could be a situation where the bugs are controlled in small groups, like squadrons or platoons.At the top could be a single Queen, who delegates to platoon leaders.

      “But bees and ants think for themselves. It seems like a hive mind because they all operate with a single, common purpose. But in a hive mind, that purpose can change, and, like we saw—kill the controller, and the rest have no idea what to do.”

      We sat in silence as we watched the crescent ship drift lazily through the air in front of us. In a few minutes, it would reach the badlands between Brazud and Thaz’red. It was too close for comfort.

      “Jacob?” Reaver said tentatively.

      “Destroy it,” I answered immediately. “If another controller bug comes within range, we’ll have to fight it again.”

      I heard a shudder rattle through Reaver’s breathing. We didn’t need to exchange a single word to know why this was difficult. But she knew just as well as me that these weren’t the companions we’d trained with, the ones we would have died for if our lives had gone differently.

      A moment later, she opened up on the craft and blew it out of the sky. I heard a sniff and a somewhat frantic, grunting cough as Reaver tried to get her emotions under control.

      “Turn us back toward Brazud,” I ordered. “It looks like the liberation of this planet starts today.”

      “Oh, boy,” Nyna groaned.

      “What do you see?” I asked.

      “Oh, nothing,” she said. “Just twenty more Xeno-bug ships headed our way. Looks like we got their attention with our little show.”

      I sighed. Every battle we fought on the way gave the Xeno a chance to reinforce their defenses and make more preparations for our arrival.

      “What’s their configuration?” I asked. “More of the same?”

      “Nope,” she said, “not this time. We’ve got fifteen little ones, smaller than the last ones. They’ve got little wings facing forward. Bigger wings facing back. Kind of weird-looking, you know? Tear-shaped, with the pointy end in front.”

      “Fast-attack ships,” I said. “The forward-facing wings make them more maneuverable.”

      “Four are the crescent ones like we fought before,” Nyna continued. “But one is huge. About three times the size of the last one, all triangle-shaped and super slow. The little ones are swarming around it like angry bees. They could easily leave that thing in the dust, but—”

      “But they’re protecting it,” Reaver interrupted. “They know we know about the controllers. We can’t go around them, Jacob.”

      “Yeah,” I said. “And they can’t go around us. Let’s go kick their asses.”
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      Thaz’red stood in the crosshairs of Xeno attack ships. I knew full well from my experience with these fuckers that the huge controller ship could aim with sufficient precision to shoot somewhere in the city, though they might not have been able to aim at specific neighborhoods or buildings. If we failed to destroy all twenty ships, the Ish-Nul and the people would be killed or enslaved. Not to mention Brazud and all the other cities, towns, and villages on Druma. 

      I focused my attention on our enemy. No mercy.

      As we closed with the new group of ships, I took a little time to coach my team and help them mentally prepare for what was sure to be a tough battle.

      “Remember,” I told them, “treat the little ones as targets of opportunity. Don’t waste your time chasing them if you have a bigger one in your sights.”

      “They’re going to come in fast. They can’t have huge weapons, but there’s fifteen of them, so we’re not getting out of this one unscathed. Just remember—don’t give up. They won’t let you surrender peacefully. If they don’t kill you, you’ll end up as one of their zombie slaves. And I think we’d all be happy to never find out how exactly they turn their captives into… that.”

      “Skrew is scary,” the vrak whined.

      “We all are,” Nyna said.

      It wasn’t true, but I didn’t want to argue. Shared experiences helped build camaraderie among troops. But I wasn’t frightened. I was angry, but I had it under control. I had no intention of showing these bastards any mercy. They hadn’t shown my crew any when my crew had been enslaved and pressed into attacking us. These creatures were ruthless, completely devoid of any sense of right and wrong, and unworthy of kindness.

      I’d learned a valuable secret about the Xeno—the fact that they used a hive mind to control their troops. If I could get back to Mars, I could share the information with the government. They could use it to find a way to jam whatever signals the Xeno were using to communicate. Then, we could roll into a fleet of them, destroy the few ships with free-minded pilots, and take our time with the rest.

      I checked my little screen. I’d figured out how to read most of the messages and icons during the last fight, though some of it was still a mystery to me.

      “Contact in 30 seconds,” I said. “Don’t forget to lead your targets. Shoot far ahead of the little ones to catch their line of flight. Otherwise, focus on the big ones.”

      “Here we go!” Nyna cried out, speeding up.

      Mere moments later, a dark, swirling cloud appeared in the red sunset. It looked like a flock of birds, the way it swirled and flowed. A moment later, we were among them. They were silent blurs, indistinct shapes. The impacts from their weapons fire sounded like someone was smashing a hammer against an ancient steel trash can.

      Our ship rattled and vibrated when we opened up with our guns. All we could do was fire into the cloud and hope for the best. Two small explosions followed by corkscrewing lines of fire told us we’d hit two of the little ones.

      “Gah!” Skrew wailed.

      He emerged from a belly-gun as a powerful breeze began to blow little bits of dust and debris around the cabin of the ship.

      “Stupid bug make Skrew’s gun break! Did pop hole in ship! Is very win! Will kill ugly bug!”

      “That’s the spirit!” I laughed.

      A second later, the wind died down and stopped.

      “I sealed the busted gun off,” Nyna said. “Shit, there’s another one. But we can’t lose any more. We don’t have any spares, and they’re all occupied now.”

      She grunted and began to fly erratically.

      “Steer if you need to,” I told her, “but stay on course. The little ones want you to try to outrun them. That’s their purpose. They’re going to try to scare you and ruin our attack so that they and the others can pick us apart. Don’t fall for it!”

      Nyna growled and jerked the ship hard toward the triangular vessel, veered off-course, and put us back on course again. 

      I twisted my gun around as I searched for a target but didn’t find any besides the controller ship, which was still out of range. “Where are they?” I asked.

      “They’re all behind us,” Nyna said. “Turn around and re-engage?”

      “No, keep going. We’ll make a strafing run against the controller ship and see what it’s made of. With any luck, we’ll destroy it on the first pass.”

      I didn’t think it would happen, of course, but my job wasn’t to play for the other team. It was to motivate my own.

      “Here we go!” Nyna said.

      A moment later, all four remaining guns opened up and began peppering the surface of the target. I shot at anything that drew my attention. Little bulges and divots along the top of the ship’s hull could be anything from a manufacturing flaw to a nerve center of the organic vessels. Rows of raised ridges could be just that—ridges—or they could be veins carrying vital nutrients and energy from one part of the vessel to another.

      In a second, it was all over, and Nyna was turning to line us up for another pass. The Xeno, however, had other plans in mind.

      “The little ones are coming back,” Nyna warned. “Crescents are right behind them.”

      We turned and took several more small hits from the little ships as they flew past us. Two of the larger ones maneuvered directly into our path as our yellow hyphens split the darkening sky among them.

      “They’re playing chicken!” Nyna said.

      It was true. The two crescent ships that had put themselves in front of us hadn’t changed course. Green beams of energy struck our ship, and yellow bolts answered. The one on the right was smoking, but it was far from being out of commission.

      I had to think fast. Why are they flying right at us? What do they expect us to do? Are they really willing to sacrifice themselves to destroy us? I thought the latter was probably true. However, if they were willing to sacrifice two ships in order to take us out, why not all four?

      “Target the ship on the right!” I ordered. “Nyna, slam us right into it at the last possible second!”

      She didn’t respond, but I felt the ship begin to drift slightly to the right as our guns opened up. And as the crescent ship came apart, Nyna jerked us hard to the right while rolling in the same direction. The impact was hard enough to let us know we hadn’t completely destroyed the crescent ship, but we’d survived, which meant it had been enough.

      “We took a lot of damage on that one,” Nyna said. “I’m seeing systems down all over the place. The fires are out, but power is down by ten percent. There’s a rattle somewhere, too.”

      “Keep fighting,” I ordered my team. “Take us back to the controller!”

      Nyna pitched the nose of our ship down hard and to the left as she drove us straight for the enemy vessel. All four guns opened up, and though we were still far away, little explosions on the enemy’s hull told us we were close enough.

      I held the trigger of my gun down and thought about the Lakunae. If they were watching out for me—or intervening on my behalf—I hoped they’d hear my thoughts and guide my hands and my crew. We needed the triangular ship destroyed. It was the only way to achieve peace on the planet.

      I watched the temperature gauge on my little screen increase. I wasn’t sure how hot the thing could get before it shut itself down, slowed its rate of fire, or exploded, but it didn’t matter. If the controller ship didn’t go down, we didn’t have a chance anyway.

      Nyna pulled up at the last minute, and I was left without a target, wishing we still had the second belly-gun. Skrew would have had a field day peppering the ship every time we passed. When Nyna turned the ship and prepared for another pass, we found ourselves in the thick of it again.

      There were thirteen little fighters left, but the way they were swarming, it felt like a thousand. They didn’t seem to be targeting us anymore. Instead, their goal was to get our pilot to panic and flee, but Nyna was made of tougher stuff than that. Three more explosions announced three more dead Xeno, and when Nyna saw the opportunity, she rolled our craft to the left and took one out with the edge of our ship.

      The impact was hard, but we emerged from the swarm and found one of the crescent ships drifting below us. Nyna turned us toward it and gave all the gunners a clear shot, which we took, shredding the vessel into confetti.

      Then, the world began to spin.

      “What’s going on?” I called out to Nyna.

      “Two little ones,” she grunted, “rammed us! I didn’t see them coming.”

      Our ship spun and rolled. Everything was a blur, and it felt like my eyes were being sucked from my skull. Since I was certain there weren’t any friendly aircraft around, I kept my finger on my gun’s trigger. I imagined our ship looked like a spinning saw blade chewing through a cloud of nails, with sparks shooting in every direction. Two seconds later, the world righted itself, but the ship continued to rattle.

      We’d lost a lot of altitude and were smashing through trees as Nyna worked hard to bring the nose of our vessel up. There was a smashing noise before a cloud of smoke filled the cabin.

      “I’m okay!” Reaver called out. “But my gun’s down. Keep going!”

      We were down to half our firepower. The situation was getting desperate, but Nyna had pulled us from the trees. I found myself thanking Tortengar for not sparing expenses or effort building this fine ship. It was too bad the thing would be no more than a heap of rubble by the time we were done with it. Well, it would have served more than its purpose.

      “Re-engage!” I ordered Nyna.

      She did, pulling up hard on her controls so that we were headed straight at the belly of the control ship. The remaining vessels were swarming around it like a cloud, but as we drew closer, they coalesced in our path.

      “They will not let us attack their mother,” Beatrix said.

      “Attack ugly mother!” Skrew roared as he fired.

      I started firing as well and a moment later, Beatrix joined.

      “Everyone, shoot the same spot!” I roared, spurred on by Skrew’s enthusiasm. “We need to drill a hole through this bitch, ignore everything else! Nyna, keep us on course! It’ll be a rough ride, but we can do it. Don’t turn for anything!”

      Nyna didn’t answer, and I didn’t bother turning my head. I knew she was scared. I knew they were all scared, but our ship was tough, and I was certain she could take it. The people of Druma, this world, needed us to keep fighting, and they needed us to win. The Ish-Nul would likely become the focus of the Xeno’s wrath. They were now in charge of a city the bugs had once owned. They had helped to ruin the Xeno’s plans, and now, their slave-breeding planet was causing them no small measure of trouble.

      Time seemed to stretch out into infinity as I watched each individual energy bolt leave my gun. Two other guns were firing in the exact same spot as a shower of hot sparks began to rain down on us.

      One of the little ships broke off from the others and tried to ram us. When it crossed the path of our guns, it was partially vaporized. The other part didn’t veer from its course. We survived, but the impact was incredible, and my ears rang from the noise. Through sheer force of will, I kept my eyes wide open, locked on the target.

      The pressure of the ships was relieved a bit—they weren’t coming in as hard or as fast. We’d managed to create a gap, and it was one Nyna took advantage of as she dove toward the controller.

      We focused our fire on the main target. Every shot was weakening the controller ship’s structure. It was removing mass we didn’t have to punch through. It was causing internal damage, and, with any luck, its controller was panicking.

      I hoped the creature saw us coming and understood what we were about to do. I hoped it realized the mistake it had made fighting against me. I hoped it was afraid.

      A moment later, we drove our ship into the controller’s.

      I closed my eyes and held on to my trigger as we chewed our way through the enemy vessel until the yoke was ripped from my hands. Something hard hit my knee. Something else scratched my forearm’s entire length. Then I was struck in the middle of my chest and felt all the air leave my lungs in one hard woosh. 

      Suddenly, I was weightless. I opened my eyes and found myself staring out into the stars. The sun was almost completely down. Only a hint of red touched the horizon. We’d busted through the controller ship and had saved Thaz’red, for now. It would be a burning heap hurtling toward the ground. There would be no survivors—not from the damage we’d dealt.

      I looked over my shoulder toward Nyna. She didn’t look harmed, but she was slumped over in the pilot’s seat. The impact had knocked her out cold. Then, we started moving again, drawn to the center of the planet by its gravity.

      “Wake up!” I yelled to Nyna, but she didn’t respond.

      I unhooked myself from my harness and made my way toward her, pushing broken, loose-hanging beams out of the way. A bundle of loose wires shocked me as I brushed past them, but I ignored the pain until I reached her.

      The controls were foreign to me. I didn’t know which did what. They looked like nothing more than a random collection of knobs, switches, buttons, and rods. I didn’t have time to think about it, so I touched one of the rods close to the middle of the control board and pushed it to the right. Nothing happened.

      I pushed all the buttons surrounding it. Some illuminated red, others green, and one blue, but nothing changed. I started flipping nearby switches and heard an explosion from somewhere at the rear of the spacecraft.

      “I got this!” Nyna said groggily as she jolted upright with blurry eyes. She reached out with an unsteady hand and began pressing buttons, flipping switches, and turning knobs. The wind began to slow, and I could feel her pulling the ship out of its dive.

      “We have almost no power,” she said. “It’s not the Fex; it’s everything else. We’re gonna land hard.”

      “Then land us hard,” I told her.

      “I’m not sure I can,” she said. “Not without killing us.”

      “I believe in you,” I told her.

      I took one of her hands and kissed it. She pressed her lips together hard and she set her jaw.

      “Hang on,” she said. “This is gonna be rough.”

      Several seconds of steady flight passed before it was interrupted by a high-pitched explosion. Our ship yawed violently to the left and rolled a few degrees before Nyna was able to right it.

      “Well, at least that part of the ship wasn’t important,” she laughed. “Ten seconds, everyone! Hold on!”

      I couldn’t see much of our approach, but I saw enough. The city was covered in a thick layer of fog that rose up in the center like an inverted tornado. The space elevator’s base was at the arena. I knew the place only too well. The place I reunited with Reaver. The place I’d met Beatrix.

      We hit the first building a moment after entering the fog. It spun us a few degrees to the right. The next impact spun us a little more, followed by another hit to the right, then a light spin to the left. Nyna worked the controls and corrected our course to keep us oriented the right way up. I’d never seen such piloting skills in my life and didn’t think I’d meet her equal if I lived to be a thousand years old.

      The impacts were joined by a hard vibration and the roar and screech of our skidding landing. A few seconds later, it was all over.

      “Status!” I yelled as I helped Nyna from her harness.

      “I’m good!” Reaver called back before coughing.

      The cabin was filling with smoke. The ship was on fire.

      “I am alive!” Beatrix said. “And I am thankful to Nyna! You are a good pilot!”

      “Skrew is pissed!” the vrak said. “Stupid, dumb bugs broke ship! Broke Skrew’s mech! Skrew is fire-pissed! Flaming-fire-pissed!”

      “Everyone out!” I ordered. “Grab what weapons are nearby, but evacuate quick! The ship is on fire!”

      The talking stopped as the scrambling began. I kicked my way out of the remnants of my weapon pod. I was out first, and I quickly scanned the area for threats. We’d landed on a street that should have been busy with pedestrians but was eerily empty.

      I helped Nyna, then Skrew, from the ship. He had a large gash across his forehead that was bleeding down his face.

      “Here!” Reaver said from the far side of the ship. She was pointing her rifle at a building and waving us over with her other hand. She’d found shelter, a place that would allow us to patch ourselves up before heading out. We didn’t need long, but taking a break out on the street would have been suicide. I carried Skrew under one arm, Nyna under the other, and sprinted to her. A moment later, we were inside with the heavy scrap-metal door closed behind us.

      I looked around the small room we found ourselves in. Whoever had occupied it before was gone, but some of their blood remained. Either they hadn’t gone willingly, or something had kicked the door in and murdered them. Judging by the amount of blood, I thought it safe to assume the latter.

      A single light—a desk lamp of sorts—sat on a shelf littered with scrolls, books, and fruit. The room was dim, but there was light enough for our purposes.

      “Did you see that?” Nyna said as Beatrix began going through Nyna’s colorful bag. “I’ve never flown one of those things in my life, but I knew I could do it. It was just, you know, once I touched the controls… Did you see the way we busted through that ship? I don’t want to do it again, you know, but it was awesome!”

      Skrew, meanwhile, was sitting quietly against a wall, looking at his hands. They were covered in blood, and more dripped from his forehead. He didn’t seem to be aware of what was going on around him.

      “Found it,” Beatrix said as she held up the short rod Nyna had used for healing.

      “Skrew first,” I told her.

      She nodded and turned toward the vrak, but Nyna took the rod from her.

      “I’ll do it,” Nyna said.

      She crawled close to the vrak, lifted his chin, and touched the rod to the wound on his forehead. He hissed and tried to bat her hands away.

      “Hold him!” Nyna ordered.

      I took one pair of Skrew’s arms while Beatrix held the other. After a few seconds of unsuccessful thrashing, Skrew relaxed.

      “Is supposed to make the ouch?” the vrak asked.

      Nyna laughed. “I guess so. I’ve never treated anything this bad before, so I don’t really know. The bleeding has stopped, though. And it looks like most of the skin has stitched itself back together. Just a few more seconds.”

      Next, Nyna touched the rod to her own neck, grunted, then sighed.

      “Who’s next?” she asked.

      As she began treating Beatrix, I quietly made my way back to the door. I felt bruised, especially in the center of my chest, but I needed to check outside to see if anyone was coming for us. I opened the door a little and waited. If there were any guards outside, I should be able to catch their movement as long as I stayed still. 

      Just as I was preparing to close the door again, I thought I saw something. It was no more than a shadow against a black sky.

      I blinked to try to clear my vision and waited to see if the movement happened again. But after a few seconds, I gave up and closed the door. An uneasy feeling settled upon my shoulders as I turned back toward those in the room. Somehow, I could sense the creature, and not just its presence, but its feelings as well.

      It was the same kind of sensation I’d experienced when I first encountered the Lakunae. I knew what they wanted me to know, not by speech, and not quite by thought either. We were being watched—hunted—by a predator who knew what it was doing. It felt patient, hungry, and feral.

      An explosion outside knocked the heavy door off its hinges and forced me to catch it before it hit anyone else. For a split second, the light of our ship detonating highlighted a crouched figure on top of a tall building across the street. Though it appeared to have two arms and two legs, it was far from human. Its limbs were thin like those of a spider and were a lot longer than any species I’d seen before.

      The explosion had caused the building to buckle on one side, which made returning the door to its frame difficult. It also meant that by wedging the door in place, it wouldn’t fall down and expose any of us to the enemy watching from across the street.

      “Skrew is more pissed!” the vrak growled. “No can have the nice things! Slavers break! Xenoses break! Everything gets to broken!”

      He crossed his arms and stuck out his thin bottom lip. I almost felt sorry for him.

      “Not everything is broken,” I said to him as I grabbed a rifle from over my shoulder, one we’d taken from the Thaz’red armory. 

      He looked over at the weapon and sat quietly for a few seconds. “Skrew is going to find Xenoses buttholes, fit whole pew inside, and pull trigger.”

      Nyna gasped, then laughed hard. We all joined in.

      Skrew looked from face to face, then back to me, and grinned widely. I’d never seen him look so proud. Whether he had really intended it or not, it was funny. I hoped he had intended it.

      “All right,” I said, “everyone calm down. We’re still in danger, and we’re still behind enemy lines. Here’s how this is going to work. I want Reaver to take point, then Skrew, Nyna, Beatrix, then me. For once I’m taking the rear.

      “I’m pretty sure I saw something out there across the street. There’s a lot of fog, so it was hard to know for sure until the ship exploded. Then, I saw it across the street. It’s got four limbs but definitely isn’t human. Not even close.”

      “I believe I sensed it,” Beatrix whispered. “I thought I was feeling fear, but I am not afraid. A dark shadow haunts us. I feel the weight of the beast. It is hungry, and it seems to come from all around us. It knows no fear. It has never felt pain. I do not know how I understand this to be, but I do.”

      “It must be Void-touched, like us,” I said. “I didn’t see any weapons on the creature—it was so skinny, I don’t know where it could have hid any—but treat it like it’s armed. If anyone spots it and has the shot, take it out.”

      When everyone was ready and lined up at the door, I kicked the door off its hinges. It flew across the street and into the building the creature had been crouched on. The fire from our ruined ship had already died out.

      We made our way out and turned right. Normally, we would occupy both sides of the street, each side covering each other, but there was only one other person on my team who was trained in urban warfare, and she was running point. So, I decided that keeping the team together would help prevent us from accidentally shooting each other or one of us getting lost, especially if the road widened.

      Reaver froze and held a fist near her shoulder. I froze too, but the others milled about, unsure of what to do. I regretted not having had the time to train them in hand and arm signals. But they soon got the idea and froze as well.

      Reaver pointed her rifle at something and held up one finger, to indicate the direction and the number of potential threats she’d spotted. I waited for Beatrix to look my way, pointed at her, and waggled my finger for her to come to me. When she did, I pointed to a spot on the ground next to me. She took the spot, and I snuck forward.

      Around the next corner, a pile of rubble lay half across the street. A building had been knocked down. Lying on top of the pile was a humanoid alien whose shoed feet were so large they reminded me of flippers. It groaned softly and held one hand to its left leg.

      We scanned the area around it and checked the nearby rooftops and dark places. Standard procedure was to approach cautiously. Bodies could be booby-trapped. Enemies sometimes pretended to be wounded to draw troops in closer before they attacked.

      I didn’t see any threats, and neither did Reaver, so we signaled the rest of the team to move forward.

      I took a position slightly to the left and behind Reaver so that I could assist in destroying threats in front of us or, more likely, to the sides, but we got to the creature with no problem.

      It groaned from a tiny orifice that must have been its mouth, no more than an inch wide. It opened two small, black eyes but didn’t try to escape, and it wasn’t one of the ones who was stalking my team. It was too injured to escape.

      “It’s not a Xeno,” Reaver said as she inspected the alien’s wound. “Looks like it got winged by one though. It’s burned pretty bad. What do you want to do?”

      “Let’s take it off the street,” I said. “Nyna can patch it up. Then, we can keep moving. But we aren’t taking anyone with us.”

      I beckoned Skrew and pointed to the alien, and Skrew picked it up by its huge feet while Reaver held it under its armpits.

      When we were under the remains of the second story of a nearby building, Nyna looked the alien over.

      “This is gonna hurt a little,” she said, “but you’ll be better real quick, okay?”

      The alien nodded wordlessly.

      Nyna retrieved her healing rod and waved it slowly over the wound. The creature hissed, stuck out a long, forked tongue that looked purple in the moonlight, and arched its back. A few seconds later, it sighed and opened its eyes.

      “Thank you,” it whispered. Then it turned to me. “You’re the Jacob?”

      “I am.”

      “We are in your debt. The resistance is fighting the Ssssitar.”

      It drew out the s-sound, and when it did, the purple tongue wagged out of its mouth. “We were winning, but there are many. They came from the ssssky. We fought them. We sssstole their weapons. We killed many, but we losssst. Many died.”

      “I understand,” I said. “Stay here and rest. You’ve done your part.”

      “I”ll have to. Thank you.”

      “Skrew is getting the spookers,” the vrak whispered.

      We regrouped and headed out again. It seemed that Graggle had actually obeyed my orders and formed somewhat of a resistance. They’d obviously been enough of a threat for the Xeno to send reinforcements. I hoped they managed to kill some before being routed.

      The sound of struggling and a scream froze the column again. We all took a knee to lower our profiles and searched for the threat.

      Three shadows emerged from the side of a building about 30 feet away. Two resembled praying mantises, stood at more than six feet tall, and walked on pointy feet.

      The Xeno had arrived.

      The third shadow was bipedal, shorter than the other two, and looked like some kind of humanoid. He was being held between the two others. One Xeno held its arms, the other its legs. Then, they yanked and pulled their victim in half, top from bottom. It was dead before its guts splattered on the ground.

      Suddenly, I saw the shadow of the long-limbed beast again. It was only for an instant, but the way it moved made it clear I wasn’t imagining things. It was there, and it was stalking us.

      The creature seemed to have been attracted by the Xeno. When the show was over, it vanished back into the fog. I glanced at my teammates, but none of them appeared to have spotted it. Beatrix, however, appeared nervous.

      For the next few minutes, we crept down the quiet streets and found no other trouble. Although I never saw our long-limbed stalker, I couldn’t shake the feeling that we were still being followed.

      The next time Beatrix turned around to check on me, I tapped my collar and pointed to Nyna. She looked confused. She didn’t understand that the signal meant I wanted her to send Nyna back to me. I tried again by pointing at Nyna, wiggling two fingers of my left hand at the ground to simulate walking legs, then pointing back at myself.

      Beatrix nodded and increased her stride to catch up to the woman. After a moment of whispering, she took Nyna’s place, and the younger woman waited for me. I put one finger against my lips to let her know I wanted her to be quiet. She made a face. Some so-called universal signals were definitely not that.

      “Stay quiet,” I said. “I need you to get Spirit-Watcher out and put it on.”

      She made an expression that was equal parts confusion, concern, and curiosity. When she donned the Void-tech, I continued.

      “I think we’re still being followed,” I whispered. “I need you to look around to see if you can spot it. I’d like to take it out before we get too close to the elevator. And if it’s spying for others, killing it early will give us the advantage. Whatever defenses the enemy has will have to spread out because they won’t know what direction we’ll come from.”

      Nyna nodded and turned to face the rest of the column as we carefully picked our way over and around recently destroyed buildings and small civilian hovercraft. She took her time looking around so that it wouldn’t be obvious but gasped when she looked directly behind us.

      “There’s three of them,” she whispered. “They’ve got some kind of tech, I think. They stand out like torches in a cave to me. I don’t think they’re here to watch. They’re getting closer. It looks like they’re going to attack!” Her voice had become a bit panicked.

      “Take it easy,” I said in the most soothing voice I could muster. “Where’s the closest one?”

      She glanced quickly over her shoulder. “It’s climbing over the rubble we passed about a minute ago. It’s almost at the top, crouching low to the ground. Damn, it’s ugly.”

      I didn’t hesitate. I raised my pistol, aimed about fifteen inches above the pile of rubble, and pulled the trigger. The creature exploded, sending a fountain of green gore into the air. It hit the walls of the nearby building and the tarmac and began to sizzle. As far as I knew, only Xeno blood was acidic.

      “Contact!” I shouted. “Xeno! There’s two more of them!”

      “Yes!” Skrew shouted as he raised his rifle and hunted for a target. “Is time to see where rifle can fits!”

      “Get down!” Reaver told him.

      Skrew squatted just as a green beam cut the night and split the wall behind where his head had been.

      Skrew answered with several shots in the general direction of the enemy fire, but they hit nothing but air.

      I heard a noise above us and twisted around to take aim. A furry alien was leaning out its window. It held a Xeno rifle but wasn’t pointing it down at us. Instead, it was searching the rooftops across the street.

      “Come to me, Sitar!” the alien bellowed. “I will show you what your intestines look like! I will eat my porridge out of your skulls!”

      “Skrew will too!” the vrak bellowed.

      “Come out, you coward!” the furry alien continued. “You will—”

      When I looked back toward the Xeno, the rest of the furry alien’s words were swallowed by its scream. I snapped my head and pistol toward it again, and looked into the darkness that was its face. Its rifle was still pointed across the street, but it was staring down at me.

      “You will die,” it whispered. Then it laughed, a high-pitched maniacal sound that sent a shiver down my spine. “And I will make you my meat-puppet.”

      I quickly took aim, then rolled out of the way as the creature fell from the window directly toward me. It hit with a wet crunch, its neck bent at an impossible angle as dark fluid poured from its mouth.

      Nyna gasped. “Look at the back of his head,” she whispered.

      In the time I’d looked away, one of the sneaky, skinny Xeno had managed to rip off the back of the alien’s head, take out its brain, and literally turn it into a puppet. They were fast and dangerous.

      “I believe they are making us wait,” Beatrix said, still searching for targets. “I believe they are causing us to stay here so that they may bring others to us.”

      She was probably right. By staying hidden, they were keeping us pinned.

      “Nyna,” I whispered, “find me another target.”

      Nyna looked around, raised her rifle across the street, and fired once into an open window. A Xeno materialized and became more and more visible until it hit the ground. The creatures were able to camouflage themselves and completely blend in with their surroundings. They were assisted by the fog, it was their home.

      “Like that?” Nyna asked.

      “Yup,” I said. “Exactly like that. Now, do it again.”

      Nyna spun her head back and forth, turned, checked behind us, and slowly lowered her rifle. I stood as well and felt the hairs on the back of my neck begin to stand on end.

      “I don’t see any more of them,” she said slowly. “I must’ve miscounted.”

      “Let’s keep going,” I said. “The elevator should be close.”

      Reaver looked unsure but nodded, shouldered her rifle, and started walking. Beatrix sent Skrew to the second position and Nyna to the third so that she could be close to me. She glanced over her shoulder at me from time to time, her pressed lips and tightly wound tentacles letting me know that she expected trouble soon. I expected the same.

      I felt movement behind me and tucked into a roll. Beatrix fired over me and shot the skinny Xeno three times before it hit the ground.

      The rest of the team took a knee, and all except Reaver turned their rifles in my general direction. I waved them off and gave the signal to keep walking. They hesitated for a moment before obeying. I couldn't blame them for being nervous, but I knew that was the last of them following us. She hadn’t miscounted; the last one had just hidden very well right before its attack. Now, there were only a billion or so to go. Well—it was a start.

      “Look!” Reaver whispered as she pointed to my body armor. I’d been close enough that some of the sneaky Xeno’s blood had gotten on me. My first instinct was to remove my armor, but I noticed in time that the fluid wasn’t damaging it. Damn, I thought, Void-tech is impervious to their acid. That could be useful later.

      Our determination got us very close to the arena, where I expected another fight. I had little doubt the enemy would protect their space elevator. It had been too expensive to create and appeared to be their only means of getting reinforcements to the surface.

      It could be our toughest fight yet.
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      Several minutes and turns later, Reaver held her hand out for us to stop and get out of sight. Then, she turned back toward us and touched her collar. I snuck forward to see what had stopped us.

      We’d reached the arena. Part of it had been destroyed and the rubble pushed to both sides to create a corridor to the arena floor wide enough for ten of us to walk through abreast. The Xeno had probably done it to ensure troops and material could be deployed faster.

      I noticed the pens Reaver, Beatrix, and I had been kept in the last time we were here. I remembered how Beatrix had tried to kill us, only to join us after we defeated her and the Execution Squad.

      “It’s too bad we don’t have anything suppressed,” Reaver whispered. “I’d love to go up into the stands, find a nice spot to hide, and pick them off one at a time.

      “Sounds like fun,” I admitted. “But depending on what we find in there, I’m pretty sure we’re going to have to do it the hard way. And it’s still not going to be safe to use comms yet. I expect the elevator to be guarded.”

      “Agreed.”

      “Main entrance?” Reaver asked. “Shoot our way in?”

      “No,” I said. “I don’t see any guards outside, but I doubt it’s been left unprotected. What did you learn in training regarding situations like this?”

      Reaver turned back to the arena and studied it for a few seconds before she looked back to me. “Where you are strong, appear weak. Where you are weak, appear strong.”

      “Sun Tzu,” I said. “Nice, Terran philosophy. So the only reason they’d leave the entrance to their compound open is if it was invisibly heavily guarded, if they’re anything as smart here as when they’re attacking anywhere else in the universe. Remember what that alien said. There’s a resistance. They’ve already fought the Xeno, and whatever the outcome was, they suffered losses as well as causing them. That’s got to make whichever one of them is in charge nervous. Find us another way in, one they won’t expect.”

      Reaver nodded and waited for me to return to my position in the formation before standing. Everyone else followed her lead as she snaked her way through broken buildings and over piles of rubble until she stopped and took a knee. The rest of the team did the same and searched for threats before Reaver stood back up, turned to her left, and walked straight for the outer wall of the arena, the rifle at her shoulder moving back and forth as she searched for a target.

      We got to the wall a few seconds later with no problem.

      “Nyna,” I whispered. “Put Spirit-Watcher on and tell me what you see.”

      She nodded, put the device over her eyes, and turned toward the wall.

      “Not a lot,” she whispered. “Looks like the Xeno cut power to the whole place. Looks like there’s some busted equipment on the other side of the wall. I’m not seeing any movement, but I’m not sure I always can with these things.”

      “That’s fine. Anything that looks like it could possibly be a trap?”

      “Nothing like that.”

      “Good.”

      I took a knee to lower my profile in case there were unseen enemies, found the edge of one of the large stones, and dragged it away from its companions as quietly as I could. As soon as it was free, Reaver leaned toward the hole and peered in.

      “Looks clear,” she whispered.

      Over the next minute, I pulled several more stones from the wall one at a time. I moved slowly. I didn’t know where the Xeno guards were, but entering through a wall was far less risky than walking into a near-certain trap. Rather than walking in through an open door, by creating our own door we’d catch them completely off guard.

      The hole was more vertical than horizontal, but each of us would be able to get through without too much trouble. I decided to go first.

      With my pistol in my hand, I inched my way through the opening and found myself in a dark room. The tiny bit of starlight that entered the room through the opening I’d just come through revealed shelves full of glass bottles. It was a storeroom, and my only immediate concern was that someone would bump into a shelf and send all that glass crashing to the stone floor.

      Beatrix was the next through and found a spot near the center of the room. When Skrew had followed her in, she grabbed him by his arm and held him close.

      “Skrew is much of flattery,” he whispered, “but Beatrix is gross.”

      “Do not fool yourself, vrak,” she whispered back. “I would rather be killed and eaten by a Xeno than lay with you.”

      “Oh, good,” Skrew whispered with a relieved sigh. “Skrew almost did barf in own mouth.”

      I winced and waited for the woman to break his neck, slap him, something. When I looked back, I found Beatrix suppressing an amused grin.

      Nyna and Reaver quickly crawled after Skrew, and Reaver immediately turned around, kneeled, and pointed her rifle at the hole I’d made. She’d have to guard it until we left the room to make sure nobody snuck up to it and started shooting. It was best to keep our guard up; security would get ever tighter the closer we got to the elevator.

      I pressed my ear to the door and closed my eyes. I could hear movement outside, but it seemed far away, so I put my hand on the knob and turned to my team.

      “Ready?” I asked.

      “Ready,” they each whispered in turn.

      “Nice and slow,” I cautioned. “We’ll get as close as we can to the elevator car before we start shooting. It’s going to be chaos, so I don’t want Skrew or Nyna trying to be heroes. Then we take cover, and you can shoot at anything that isn’t us. Got it?”

      They confirmed, so I slowly opened the door. The interior of the arena was clear of fog, the elevator car was visible. And it was huge. It was 300 feet wide and shaped like a donut crossed with an avocado. Its round exterior walls were illuminated by the glow of tall light poles scattered around the arena’s dirt and gravel floor. Instead of there being light bulbs, though, little creatures resembling frogs splashed in glass-like globes at the top of the poles.

      Standing among them were Xeno guards, the praying mantis-like kind I knew. If they used the same ammunition, it would be the baseball-sized infertile egg pods called ootheca, which would be filled almost to bursting with acid concentrated from their own blood. The weapons were effective at all ranges, but when the Xeno got close, they preferred to stab, slash, and rip their opponents apart with their pointed legs and steel-hard exoskeletons.

      There were only about ten of them, though, so I was sure there were many more hiding among the stands, ready to snipe anyone who might have snuck in. I wondered if the rest of them were already deployed, or if they lay among the dead in the dark streets of the city.

      I motioned for everyone to come out quietly and slowly. Our position wasn’t lit by the glowing frog light poles. Once everyone was out, I signaled them to designate their targets. I wasn’t sure if everyone understood, but there were enough of us to drop any survivors if anyone didn’t.

      On the count of three, five weapons fired, and five Xeno fell. A half-second later, another four fell. A half-second after that, the last one was shot five times. Skrew laughed maniacally.

      “Reaver,” I said, “you’re with me. The rest of you get to the elevator car and secure it. We’ll take care of whatever guards we find at the main entrance.”

      Reaver and I stealthily made my way to the gate. There was little chance the guards hadn’t heard us, so hurrying was too dangerous. My only hope was that their controller would think the noise was a distraction, or its own controller would order it to remain on post.

      When we passed the holding pens, now defunct and partially collapsed, we stopped to look and listen. The Marine had taught us that, when entering known hostile territory in darkness, it was important to stop and take in the sights and sounds. It was an opportunity for the Marine to become acquainted with what normal meant for the area. It was a time to study the noises, the animals, and the wind. If a new sound was heard or the animals suddenly became quiet, it was time to worry.

      The night in the arena was almost completely quiet. The wind hardly moved. There were no sounds of boots crunching stone or pointy Xeno feet tapping as harbingers moved. There were no radios transmitting static, nor periodic radio checks between sentries. 

      I was just preparing to move, shifting my weight, when I noticed the outline of a Xeno warrior’s arm. I signaled Reaver to look. She lifted her Void-tech rifle and peered through the scope, held up one finger, and hooked her thumb to her right. One guard was at least partly concealed around a corner to the right. If we kept going, we’d risk being seen. We’d come as far as we could without taking the guard out.

      Reaver made a gesture that indicated she wanted to shoot the guard. I wanted to let her, but I didn’t know where the others were. I shook my head and pointed to my sword. She nodded and slowly lay down on her stomach in the dirt, without letting go of her target.

      I drew Ebon and took one careful step when a tiny pebble bounced off the back of my head. When I turned, Reaver corrected her first assessment. There were two guards, not one. The second guard didn’t make a difference to me. It would take one more stroke of my sword to decapitate the second one. Not even a half-second.

      I moved across the open ground as quietly as I could and spotted the first guard we’d seen. It was a regular Xeno worker, he wouldn’t put up much of a fight. When I reached the corner, I took a slow, quiet breath and stepped around—and straight into the biggest, baddest worker Xeno I’d ever clapped eyes on. His eyes screamed murder and his body seemed more than ready to obey.

      I swung my sword, more out of instinct than anything else, and severed the Xeno’s bulging, pulsing head from its body. It fell before it knew what had happened. Immediately, the first harbinger dropped its weapon, as did four others I hadn’t spotted yet.

      “Take them out,” I transmitted to Reaver. “I just killed their controller. They’re all yours.”

      Five clinical shots later, the coast was clear.

      We had a quick look around but soon decided the coast was clear and joined the others at the elevator car. Nyna was harassing a panel with one of her tools. The others were providing guard. I joined the priestess-cum-mechanic while Reaver took a knee and watched for targets.

      “What do you have?” I asked Nyna.

      “Not sure,” she said. “There’s something like circuitry here, but I just can’t work out what I’m looking at. Beatrix already tried bashing her way in with her hammer. We tried shooting our way in, too. But unless you’ve got another ship to ram it with, I think this thing is holding on to its virginity.”

      “That’s probably not a bad thing. If we need to take this elevator up to the other end, it needs to be perfectly sealed, or we’ll die in the vacuum of space.”

      “Oh,” Nyna smiled, “good point. Here, take a look.”

      She moved so that I could see what she’d been working on. It was an indentation in the exoskeleton of the car. I got close, backed away, then squinted my eyes as I tried to make sense of what I was seeing.

      “I know; it’s weird, right?” Nyna said.

      “It looks like something important. Anything else?”

      “Nope, this is it. And we’ve looked at this curvy, pretty thing from all sides, and I mean all sides. Doesn’t look like there’s anything else even remotely interesting—besides the fact that it’s a giant alien elevator car, you know? Hey… hold on.”

      Nyna put up her hand to signal any further comments would have to wait and leaned in, then bent her knees to look at it from underneath.

      “You know what this looks like?” she asked. “It looks like I should do this.”

      As I watched, Nyna raised her hand and placed it on the spot we’d been inspecting. A second later, she turned to me, opened her mouth to say something, and gasped as her hand was thrown violently away from the car.

      I rushed to her side and inspected her hand. She was wearing the Void-tech glove she’d found in Tortengar’s armory. I pulled it off and inspected the skin of her palm. Aside from the small dent in her skin, she looked unharmed.

      A sliding noise drew my attention back to the spot she’d touched. I looked just in time to see a small, thin needle recede into the structure.

      “Poison,” Nyna whispered.

      “No,” I said, “I don’t think so. I think it’s a sampling device; otherwise, it would probably kill any Xeno who tried to get inside. Also, venom takes a long time for most other creatures to create. On a busy day, it might run out. Sampling makes more sense. I bet only Xeno can open it.”

      Nyna inspected her hand and rubbed the spot the needle had struck. “Yeah, sounds right. Wanna drag a guard over here? Or just a hand? Probably all we need.”

      I found a guard with a still-intact hand, avoided the blood pooling and sizzling in the dirt, and used Ebon to slice it from the body. When I returned, I held it up to the same spot and made sure my fingers were out of the way in case the needle was longer than I thought.

      A second later, I heard and felt a small thump. But the door didn’t open.

      “Maybe the guard has to be alive?” Nyna said tentatively.

      I hoped not, and, deep down, I didn’t think the Xeno would operate that way. The guards we’d killed weren’t special in any way. They were the weakest I’d encountered so far. Like a colony of ants, they were the workers: they’d barely be able to save themselves unless they attacked in numbers. Their survivability was low, and they were probably inexpensive—biologically speaking—to produce.

      “I bet it needs to be one of the skinny ones,” I said. “They’re some kind of elite Xeno. I’ll need to go back and find one of their bodies.

      “Or,” Nyna said as she put her glove back on, “we can just do this.”

      She reached out and touched my body armor. When she moved her hand away, I saw Xeno blood on her palm.

      “This came from one of the skinny ones, right?”

      “It did,” I confirmed.

      I was still amazed that the blood wasn't burning a hole in her glove.

      Nyna took a breath, braced herself, and placed her palm on the device. The needle hit her glove again, throwing her hand back a few inches with the powerful impact. She removed her glove again and showed me her hand. No puncture marks. A second later, a hidden door popped inward.

      Nyna dove out of the way. The rest of the team took positions on either side of the door and waited for my signal. On three, we entered, but the room was empty.

      The room was lighted by more of the glowing frogs. They moved through the long wall, which was translucent, more like an aquarium, and they cast light across the floor and ceiling. The center of the circular room was dominated by the climbing mechanism. It was distinctly organic and resembled three huge cat tongues protruding from a meaty, quivering mass on the floor. Between them, a thin, almost-transparent filament about as wide as my pinkie extended to the ceiling. It was the climbing system. It was how the Xeno would lift the heavy elevator base and lower it back to the planet’s surface.

      “Damn,” Reaver said, looking around. “I was hoping they’d be here so we could blow this thing and bail. Then it’d take them a while to rebuild, and we could take them out every time they tried. It’d be all over for them. But now what?”

      “I have to go to them,” I said, nodding upward. “But in case I fail, I can’t allow the Xeno to keep their precious space elevator. I have to make absolutely sure it’s destroyed.”

      My team stood silent, except for Skrew, who was amusing himself by poking the tongue-things with the muzzle of his rifle.

      “What do you mean?” Beatrix asked.

      Reaver took a few steps forward to stand beside me. “It means that whoever goes might not be coming back. I’m a Martian Storm Marine. I’m going.”

      Without a word, Beatrix joined her. She was truly alone on this planet. I’d given her my friendship, my companionship, and my purpose. I was the closest thing to family she had, so she didn’t have to say anything at all.

      “Skrew doesn’t want alone, so Skrew will go,” the vrak said. “And Skrew wants to fits the pew in the Xeno butt.”

      Everyone laughed, except Nyna, who stood alone, looking between the rest of us and the elevator car.

      “I don’t know how useful I’ll be up there,” she said in a small voice. “What will you do once you find your people?”

      “I plan on finding my people in the ship up there. Then, I’ll find the controller bug. I’ll kill it, steal their ship, and find a way to land it on the planet. If it’s not at all like the last Xeno ship I flew, that’s where having you along would be helpful. You can figure this kind of technical stuff out faster than anyone.”

      “And I’m also a great pilot,” she said with a smile. “Let’s not forget that.”

      “Is that a yes?” Reaver asked. “We might not make it back, but we might be able to use your help. It’s up to you. Are you coming?”

      “Let’s go kick some Xeno ass,” she said.

      Then, she returned to the entrance, placed her gloved palm against the indentation, and flinched when it was punched away by the needle. The door swung closed with a leathery crackling noise. We were sealed in.

      “Now, we need to figure out two more things,” I said. “First, we need to discover how this thing works. I’m sure it’s the mechanism we’ll need to take us up to the ship. Second, we need to figure out how we’re going to cut the anchor. No matter what, we can’t leave this thing tied to the planet.”

      “There’s another indentation on the floor over there,” Nyna said, pointing to a spot on the floor.

      The rest of us took a step away. Nobody wanted to get an organic alien needle in the foot.

      Beatrix reached out and touched the taut, spidery filament that extended from the gap between the tongues to beyond the ceiling.

      “Can we not cut this with our weapons?” she said. “With Ebon?”

      I shook my head. “It’ll be too tough for that. Plus, we want to get to the station before we do anything. Otherwise, the car will become a bolo, and we’ll whip into the side of the ship. It’ll kill us, and anyone aboard, including the people we’re trying to save.”

      “Could we cut it when we get there?” Reaver asked.

      “I thought about that, too,” I said. “But if we do that, we’ll have to cut it where we can see it. I don’t know if the car itself provides some kind of airtight seal. If we managed to cut the filament, it would be above these tongues. With nothing to hold on to, the car could drift away, exposing us to the vacuum of space.”

      “Ah,” Reaver said. “That’s a silly way to go for a Marine.”

      “We could cut it right here at the ground,” Nyna said. “After we get to the station.”

      “What?” Skrew asked.

      “I could use a Fex to overcharge something small. The explosion would be terrible. It would be plenty to burst open the floor and probably everything within ten yards will be kaput, maybe a little further. That would do the trick, right?”

      “It would,” I said slowly, “but what would you use for the charge?”

      She pointed to my ear. “Your communicators.”

      It would work, but it would mean giving up some valuable tech. I wracked my brain for any other options as I absently watched Skrew poke the tongues with the butt of his rifle. Each time he did, they made squishing noises and lapped lazily in his general direction.

      “I don’t see any other way,” Reaver said as she removed her communicator from behind her ear.

      “Nor do I,” I said.

      We placed our communicators in Nyna’s outstretched hand.

      “This will only take a couple of minutes,” she said. “Maybe three.”

      I watched as Nyna sat down on the floor, crossed her legs, and started taking one of the communicators apart. Skrew giggled when he discovered that if he ran the butt of his rifle from the base to the tip of one of the tongues, it would curl toward the rifle like it had been tickled.

      “I don’t like being without the comms,” Reaver said. “It makes me feel exposed, like a babe in the woods.”

      “Yeah,” I said, “we’ll have to stick together. It’ll slow us down, but we’ll be close enough to see each other and communicate on this operation.”

      “All done,” Nyna said.

      I was amazed at how fast she did these kinds of things, she had to be some kind of genius.

      “Now, we need to get it to the base,” she said. “Maybe we could lift it a bit, and someone could crawl underneath?”

      “I have a better plan that won’t get anyone squashed,” I said as I held my hand out for the modified device.

      It looked like the Fex had been absorbed by the communicator, creating a bulge at one end.

      “How is it detonated?” I asked.

      “With this,” Nyna said, holding up the other communicator. “Tap it three times within two seconds, and boom. And make sure you’re far away, like all the way at the other end.”

      “You’re sure about the range?” I asked.

      “I’m sure it’ll be able to receive a transmission up to 1000 miles away. Think we’ll be further away than that?”

      “No,” I said. “Maybe 400 or so.”

      Then, I turned to the tongues. Skrew saw me coming and stepped away.

      “Actually,” I said to the vrak, “I need you here. Do that thing again. Make one of them curl out.”

      “Is fun, yes?” he said as he demonstrated with his rifle.

      As the tongue curled away, I leaned over it and searched for a spot to drop the bomb. I could see the elevator’s anchor, a smooth, dome-shaped carapace, but there wasn’t enough room to get the bomb all the way to the bottom.

      “Reaver,” I said, “I need you and Skrew to do it at the same time. Curl all the tongues so that I can get the bomb down there.”

      Skrew demonstrated how to do it once more. That time, there was plenty of room, and the bomb landed where I wanted it before the tongues returned to their resting position.

      Nyna slapped her gloved palm to the indentation on the floor, and the tongues started to slap the filament with slow sucking sounds. Each movement pulled on the filament and lifted the elevator’s base several feet from the ground. Then, it sped up. If it kept doing this, we’d be up there fighting in less than an hour. The acceleration collapsed Nyna and Skrew to the floor. They both groaned. Nyna tried to stand, but a second later decided standing wasn’t all that important.

      “Skrew’s eyes is getting the squish!” the vrak complained. “Make stop!”

      “I can’t,” I said. “It shouldn’t last long, though. Hang in there.” I turned to the others. “I want to thank you all for doing this. Especially those of you I haven’t known as long. You’ve put your faith and trust in me and my mission. You’ve joined me in the quest to free Druma and the rest of the galaxy from the clutches of the Xeno. Together, we’ll end their slavery. We’ll stop the suffering they’ve caused. We’ll help the communities and people they’ve affected to recover. And we’ll kill every single one of the bastards.”

      “I’m just in it. . . for the sex,” Nyna grunted.

      We laughed, except for Skrew, who gagged and tried unsuccessfully to cover his ears.

      “Just… kidding…” Nyna groaned under the acceleration. “But yeah, the sex… is great.”

      “Good job, sport,” Reaver said as she slapped me on the butt.

      Soon, the tongues seemed to have found a happy rhythm and settled into it. Skrew and Nyna were able to stand.

      But the further we were from the surface of the planet, and the closer we got to the other end, the less we were affected by gravity. I could see the others also felt it. I silently hoped the Xeno ship we found ourselves on was equipped with gravity generators like the last one I’d been on.

      I could fight in zero gravity, though. So could Reaver. But I wasn’t sure about the rest.

      Sooner than I’d expected, we transitioned from weightlessness to a kind of artificial gravity, but in the opposite direction. The tongues were slowing down, and the deceleration was pressing us against what used to be the ceiling.

      “We’re almost there,” Reaver said. She sounded eerily calm.

      When the tongue slowed to a crawl, I removed the communicator from my ear and held it out so everyone could see. A few seconds later, we stopped with a soft thump. Thankfully, instead of letting us floating away, gravity here felt normal. This would help those of us who weren’t Marines.

      I tapped the communicator three times rapidly. I felt the elevator car shudder and shift slightly to one side. The spiderweb-like cable had been severed. We were no longer connected to the planet.

      I thought of Enra and the others I hoped to see again. I’d find a way to take control of the enemy’s ship and add it to my arsenal before returning to the planet.

      “That’s it,” I said. “We’ve detached from the planet’s surface. We’re floating out into space. Now, it’s time to split some skulls. Everyone ready?”

      Everyone nodded, except for Skrew, who looked like he was practicing how he was going to fit his rifle inside a Xeno. This said more than any enthusiastic confirmation ever could have.

      “Open the door,” I told Nyna.
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      I positioned myself in front of the hatch to the Xeno ship, about eight feet back from it, while the rest of the team stacked up behind Nyna. 

      Once everyone else had exited, I joined them, and Nyna closed the hatch behind us. The last thing we wanted was to give the enemy a place to hide. However, once I saw the configuration of the space we found ourselves in, I wasn’t sure if it made a difference.

      An alien ship, whose design I could not identify, was parked on the floor of a vast room and was held in place by thousands of long buttresses made of the same shiny material the bugs grew as exoskeletons. So we were in some kind of hangar.

      The ship was teeming with small, unidentifiable shapes that moved like a swarm of ants on a caterpillar. Little bits, no larger than my hand, were being removed and hauled away to some unknown destination. They were Xeno, but not like any kind I’d seen before.

      The rest of the room was a cluttered mess compared to the organization and precision of the Xeno disassembly team. Organic storage containers that resembled shiny whiskey barrels littered the floor, walls, and ceiling. Where two or more were stacked on top of each other, they were supported by several buttresses.

      Among them were scattered military containers. One of them I recognized as Martian.

      “Son of a bitch,” Reaver whispered. “They’ve got some of our cargo.”

      “Looks like stuff we can use, too,” I whispered back. “I’m going for the closest one. Cover me.”

      Reaver and Beatrix continued scanning for targets as I slowly crept toward a dark green box with “MSM” painted on the side. Martian Storm Marines. It felt light, but I hadn’t lifted one of them since my encounter with the Lakunae, so I chalked it up to my new strength. I brought it back, and a few seconds later I had it open. There was a box inside the barrel.

      “There’s only one left,” I said, turning to Reaver.

      She frowned.

      The box had contained 36 plasma grenades. They were powerful short-range weapons. If one detonated, it would vaporize everything within fifteen feet. Anything within another five feet would be singed, but there was practically no damage to anything beyond that.They were useful for penetrating bunkers or taking out equipment in a hurry when finesse was not required.

      “Here,” I said as I strapped the grenade to Beatrix’s belt. “Be careful using it here, though. If you create a hull breach, you’ll do a lot more damage than I’m sure you ever intended.”

      “Thanks,” she said. “Hopefully I won’t need to use it.”

      Out of nowhere, the hairs on the back of my neck stood on end. I wasn’t one who got afraid like this when I was in a tricky situation, but on this planet I’d learned to truly rely on my instinct. Some danger was imminent. I looked behind me.

      One of the little things I’d seen crawling around on the alien ship a moment before stood on the wall behind us and held up its two spider-like legs. The skeletal creature was about ten inches wide from foot to foot, slate gray, and didn’t appear to have any armor at all. Its head was without eyes, and it held its thin abdomen over its head like it intended to sting me. I was curious until it squirted a gooey substance at me.

      I dodged the attack as Reaver shot it. It deflated like a balloon and fell from the wall. There was little blood, and what blood there was didn’t appear to be acidic.

      “Gross,” Skrew whispered.

      “Contact!” I yelled.

      Four Xeno guards emerged from behind some larger storage containers and stacks, firing their rifles. Green beams struck the walls behind us as we rolled and scrambled for cover. Immediately, I sat up on one knee and readied my gun.

      I shot the first one in the chest and splattered nearby boxes with its blood, which began to sizzle and smoke. Reaver shot the second in the head to the same effect.

      The third decided it wanted to dance, so I drew Ebon, ran out to meet it, and cut off its legs as it passed by. I continued my spin and ran my black blade through its skull.

      Beatrix was toying with hers, blocking its strikes with her mace. The strikes from her mace seemed to multiply the force she put behind her strikes. Even though her swings were subtle, each one ripped limbs from sockets and crushed exoskeleton. When the Xeno had almost run out of legs and charged her with its body, she knocked the thing’s head off. Then she chuckled and gave me a wink before propping her mace like a cane on the ground.

      She picked it up again immediately and hopped away when we heard a dull crack.

      I thought I was seeing things. A crack had formed where she’d touched her weapon to the deck.

      “I didn’t hit it very hard,” Beatrix protested as she stared at the crack, then inspected her mace.

      “I don’t think it was you necessarily,” Reaver said.

      “Yeah, this ship has seen better days,” I added. “Let’s go before reinforcements arrive. Keep your eyes open and look for cracks. Avoid them if possible. I don’t want anyone falling through or opening the ship to vacuum.”

      Now, I wasn’t sure it was a ship which was holding another ship within it. If it was, it was by far the biggest ship I’d ever seen. The Martian Navy had a couple massive specimens; they could carry 60 fighters each, but none had storage compartments as big as this. It would be considered a colossal waste of space, and of energy, when flying.

      We got in line and walked along the edge of the hangar ship. After the close encounter with the little gray Xeno, I was able to estimate the number of the things climbing over the captured alien vessel to be closer to 10,000. Luckily, they seemed to be quite absorbed in their task, and we were too far away to be a threat.

      What was that task, though? Xeno didn’t use tech, at least not what us humans considered tech. They grew everything. Their soldiers, ships, and even their weapons had similar DNA patterns, as Martian scientists had ascertained.

      Xeno didn’t capture ships, at least I’d never heard of them doing it. They destroyed everything they touched. Then again, I hadn’t known they took slaves, either. Yet here I was, trying to liberate the Xeno’s slave-breeding planet.

      We found a passageway, which to me looked a lot like a throat. The walls weren’t flat like they were in the storage room, which made me wonder if the hangar had been assimilated from something much larger.

      The passageway was cylindrical but uneven. The walls were the iridescent colors of the Xeno, and every few feet, a glowing frog-like creature or two floating within goo-filled sections of the walls lit the way. Xeno safety lights, I mused.

      The passageway undulated and twisted as it meandered to its destination, another inefficiency. I was beginning to think we weren’t on a starship after all. More likely it was a space station, or a hive, which was a good place to find a Queen.

      We found another crack, in the wall this time. A strange-looking creature was tending to it, depositing little bits of clear liquid onto it. The creature was no longer than my thumb, and its tiny head was dwarfed by its wide, flat body. Each of its twelve segments was a dull black with bright orange edges, and if it noticed me, it didn’t react.

      “Is good to eat?” Skrew whispered, squinting at the bug.

      “Maybe,” I whispered, “but I think we should leave these things alone. It looks like a kind of Xeno maintenance robot. Judging by the look of this place, it has enough work to keep it busy. If we start killing them, we might find ourselves as frozen corpses in orbit around Druma. They’re probably the only thing holding the hive together.”

      “Yeah,” Reaver said, “I was thinking the same thing. This is looking more and more like a hive.”

      “And where there’s a hive,” I whispered, “there’s a Queen. And where there’s a Queen, there are soldiers. I don’t think we’ve seen the toughest Xenos yet.”

      “Good,” Beatrix said. “I was becoming bored with them.”

      About twenty yards later, we reached a strange junction. We could continue onward, or we could go down. Of course, the idea of “up” and “down” were relative in a space station, and even more so in a Xeno hive. Beatrix squatted at the edge of the hole and squinted down into it while Reaver and I provided cover.

      “I am not certain which way the passage goes,” she whispered.

      Well. No matter which direction we traveled, it would be both the right way and the wrong way. We needed to find a clue as to where the Queen might be. We needed to look for survivors from the Revenge. Neither could be done if we overthought.

      “Let’s go straight,” I said. “If it looks like we’re walking in circles, we’ll either double back or take a different passage. Either way, we need to keep moving.”

      They nodded and followed me on.

      Our next Xeno encounter was even stranger than the first. The bug looked like it had hair, but when we got closer, I could see that it were antennae that were swaying atop its flat, round body. I didn’t see any eyes, and it moved slowly, making scraping motions and sucking noises as it went. The deck behind it was sparkling clean.

      “A cleaning bug?” Reaver asked.

      I shrugged, and Beatrix smashed it with her mace as she walked past. The thing curled in on itself and stopped moving. Its blood was almost clear, with only a slight tinge of yellow.

      Right after that, we came to another intersection. We could either continue straight, or we could take a left. And on the wall in between, there was some kind of organic material growing out of it. It looked like something had run into the wall at high speed. Pulsating organs, an eyeball, and several dangling appendage-like cones of silvery flesh waved as if moved by an unfelt wind.

      The eyeball didn’t stare at anything or anyone in particular, though it turned from time to time. It was larger than a human organ, and the lens was foggy, like it had once been a functional eye, but the years had clouded it.

      “Eww,” Skrew said with a wrinkle in his nose. “Is a splat, yes? Skrew can pokes it?”

      “No,” Nyna said. “This is something else.This is something special. I need to investigate this. Can we afford to lose a couple of minutes?”

      Her tone was urgent and sincere. Whatever was driving her, it was more than mere curiosity.

      I nodded. “Reaver, Beatrix, cover the two side passages. I’ll take this one. Skrew, you stay in the middle and don’t shoot any of us.”

      We provided security as I counted down the seconds in my head. After 200, I was going to insist we continued down the path we’d started on. But I wanted to give Nyna a chance at discovery. Anything we learned about the place would be beneficial, granted we didn’t lose too much time obtaining the information. And, so far, it didn’t look like our presence had caused much alarm.

      Either the Queen didn’t see us as much of a threat, or she was busy with other things. My guess was that her hive was falling apart, and that she was running out of workers.

      “Wow,” Nyna breathed. “I’m in the system. I can see everything.”

      I turned and nearly fell over when I saw what she was doing. She had something that resembled a segmented spider on her head. It was connected to the fleshy mass by a long, corkscrewing umbilical. The black connecting flesh reminded me of a nerve, and I doubted I was far from the truth.

      “I can see you making that face,” she said.

      The eyeball wiggled my direction in time with her finger as she waved it in front of the mass stuck to the wall.

      “Relax,” she said. “This is a computer, sort of. I’ve hacked in. I’m searching the hive now. Oh, and you were right: it’s not a ship. There is a ship here, besides the one we saw being taken apart, but this is a hive.” She grew quiet for a moment and touched the spidery thing touching her head. “It feels like….” Then, she screamed.

      The same instant, clattering started in the hallway in front of me.

      “Contact!” Reaver said.

      I repeated the announcement. Beatrix just started shooting.

      The hallway was filled with Xeno troops. They skittered along the walls and ceiling as they used their long legs and arms to propel themselves forward against every surface. I dropped two and fired a few extra shots wildly down the hallway.The skittering was deafening. More were coming, many more than we could see.

      “Status!” I ordered.

      “Present!” Screw said.

      “Not helpful, Skrew!” I growled. “What’s wrong with Nyna?”

      “Nyna is to…” he grunted, “for to make…” he sputtered, “got it! The ugly Xeno thing on ugly girl head was bad thing for to have on head. Skrew did break it off.”

      “I’m okay,” Nyna said. “My head hurts, though. There was someone else in the system. A female. That much I know. She… was angry. She tried to kill me. I think it was the Queen.”

      There was no time to consider what that meant. The Queen knew where we were, and it was too late to do anything about it. We would have to deal with the consequences. The only silver lining was that we had three Void-touched warriors armed with energy weapons, and the Xeno didn’t seem intent on shooting back.

      The realization gave me pause as the next Xeno came rushing toward me for me. None of us needed to announce when our own tunnel filled with enemies. We just shot them, and they kept coming.

      This attack is absurd, it’s desperate, I thought.The Queen was throwing away her workers like they didn’t matter at all. Yet each one had a biological cost.

      “They aren’t shooting!” Reaver yelled over the din of battle. “Why aren’t they shooting?”

      “Do not ask, just kill!” Beatrix answered back.

      Then, it dawned on me.

      “They’re not shooting because they don’t want to break the hive! It’s falling apart! Something’s wrong with the Queen!”

      My hallway was almost choked with Xeno corpses. The ones behind had to push the bodies of their kin out of the way to continue the charge. Based on the slowing rate of fire from the others, I guessed their situation was the same.

      “Awww,” Skrew whined. “Is no more? All gone?”

      Reaver laughed. “That wasn’t enough for you?”

      I raised my pistol and obliterated the upper half of a Xeno who’d pushed its way through the tangle of body parts in my passageway. That’s when I noticed all the blood. It was still draining from the bodies and had pooled in spots. When those pools had overflown, it trickled into new spots, each time getting closer.

      What do we do?” Beatrix said, panicked.

      “We can’t dam it,” I said. “And we don’t have anything to try and absorb it. We’re going to have to find another way out. But we can’t just start blasting holes, or we’ll get sucked out into space.”

      “Skrew is scary again,” the vrak whined. “No!”

      “Let go!” Nyna growled.

      I turned toward the commotion. Nyna and Skrew were fighting over the remains of the spidery helmet Nyna had been wearing when the Queen attacked her through the biological

      computer system.

      “No!” Skrew bellowed. “Is too danger! Is hurt for Nyna!”

      “Skrew,” I said, grabbing the vrak’s attention. “Let go. And Nyna, are you sure you want to put that thing back on? The Queen is still alive.”

      “I was close,” Nyna said, her voice sounding a little sad. “I had a way out. I just need another minute, I’ve got this. I can fight her off. I know I can.”

      I turned and glanced at the others as the little rivers of acid snaked toward us.

      “Skrew,” I said, “take my tunnel. Maybe you’ll get a chance to shoot some more Xeno.”

      I took the partly broken spidery interface from him as he hurried to his position.

      Then, I turned to Nyna. “Are you sure about this? The Queen isn’t going to be happy you aren’t dead.”

      “I know. But we need this. I can find out which bulkhead we can destroy. If I get enough time, I can probably find out which ones are occupied, in case she’s set another trap. I have to try. And besides, don’t we want to find the Queen and kill her?”

      I didn’t like being funneled into one decision, but I couldn’t argue with her logic. She was right. Reluctantly, I handed the device back to her.

      “Be careful,” I said. “I’m staying right here. If you look like you’re in distress again, I’ll break the cord and remove it from your head. Don’t fake that everything is okay if it’s not. Okay?”

      She kissed me gently. The patience and softness I felt in her lips reassured me of her confidence.

      She moved back, looked me in the eyes with determination, and placed the device on her head. “Do you know where the ship is?” I asked.

      “I know it’s near the Queen. Very near. I think it’s her ship, one she could use to evacuate. But for some reason, I get the impression that she’s not able to leave. I’m not sure what’s holding her back, but I’ll see if I can find out.”

      “Find us a way out of here first,” I said as I glanced back at the approaching streams of acid.

      Nyna nodded and pressed the spidery headset against her head. She frowned and adjusted it several times before saying, “Ah, there it is. Skrew broke it good, but I’ve still got access. Not as good as before, but, oh, well, that’s easy enough. I found the way out, and the Queen.”

      Just like that, she removed the device and let it drop to the deck.

      That’s my girl, I thought. I was amazed at her courage, even more so because she hadn’t had the privilege of military training and experience like me and Reaver, and even Beatrix to some extent.

      “We need to go through the computer,” she said. “Like, literally through it, you know? It’ll kill it, but we have all the information we need”

      “Something is approaching,” Beatrix piped up.

      I turned to her hallway and raised my pistol but didn’t see any movement beyond the wall of dead Xeno. Small noises filtered through the bleeding corpses, though: slurping, sucking, chewing.

      “It’s those clean-up bugs,” I said.

      “Too bad they’re on the wrong side,” Reaver said. “I need to move out of position. The acid is getting close. Let’s get out of here.”

      Nyna stepped aside, and everyone backed as far away as they could without being burned by the acid. I stood in front of them, took aim, and pulled the trigger. The wet explosion of parts filled the junction with a cloud of foul-smelling gore and vaporized blood. There was no pain, though. The organic computer’s blood wasn’t acidic.

      The adjoining corridor parallelled the wall left and right and was a little wider than the one we’d been in before. Beatrix was at my side in a second. A moment later, we moved in unison, me to the left, and she to the right. The corridor was clear of troops or traps.

      “Which way?” I asked Nyna.

      “Either way,” she said. “They both get us closer. If we go left, we’ll have to go through a couple of rooms, but it’s a shorter path. If we go to the right, it’s longer but it’s just a hallway.”

      I wanted to avoid the rooms. It was too easy for our enemies to set up an ambush among whatever was stored in them or among equipment. Hallways, at least, put us on equal footing, though we’d already proven that a hundred bugs weren’t the equal of three Void-touched warriors, their techie lover, and a crazy vrak.

      I noticed a slight difference between each of the hallways as well. The hallway on the left undulated more than the other. The one on the right, instead of being as opalescent, looked as though it gradually became more yellow as it slowly curved to the left and up.

      I arranged my troops in a column, with myself on point, followed by Nyna, Skrew, Reaver, and Beatrix. I wanted to keep Nyna close to protect her and to allow her quick access to any Xeno-tech we found along the way.

      The hallway also became progressively cleaner. The walls sparkled like they’d been recently polished, and there weren’t any cracks evident anywhere. We still saw the little red repair bugs once in a while, but they seemed to wander aimlessly as if they’d been assigned to the area but couldn’t find any work to do.

      About six yards ahead, the passageway took a sharp turn to the left. I signaled everyone to slow down: there was danger ahead. The team, under Reaver’s coaching, repeated the signal among themselves to make sure everyone had seen it. They were getting good at it. I smiled. We were becoming a team. A damn good-looking, unbeatable team.

      I signaled for Beatrix to join me. Together, we turned the corner, rifles raised, ready to engage whatever threat we found. What we discovered instead were three odd-looking Xeno. They were roughly the same size as the ones we’d demolished in the three hallways, but these had distinct red stripes on their heads, and they were smaller than the typical harbinger. Their claws were smaller and appeared to be blunt. They were far less threatening overall.

      It looked like they were having an engaging discussion on something of great importance before we ruined it by suddenly appearing. Instead of attacking, as normal Xeno did, they fled, one of them less successfully than the others. It flailed its legs, searching for purchase, and fell to the deck.

      Then it held its three-fingered hands toward me as if it were trying to ward off an evil spirit and froze. The behavior was so odd, I immediately thought it was a trap, but the cowering thing just looked so genuinely scared out of its wits that I couldn’t help believe it and be a little endeared. But a Xeno was a Xeno, whatever its role was in the galactic domination machine.

      “I’ll cover the bugs,” I whispered. “Signal everyone to follow. Column formation. Then, we’ll go see what’s going on here.”

      A few seconds later, the others were standing behind me, leaning over to see what I was looking at. I ignored them and started walking, confident that if they didn’t hold their position, Reaver would put them back in line. Only Skrew had to be scolded, and only once.

      The strange bug cowered as if in fear. It was something I was unfamiliar with when it came to Xeno. I wasn’t aware that they possessed the ability to understand their own mortality. They’d always acted like the ones in the hallway—more than ready to throw themselves at their enemies, completely fearless to the point of reckless.

      “Buggy is scary?” Skrew marveled.

      “Looks like it,” I said. “Reaver, have you ever heard of anything like this?”

      “No,” she said. “What do you make of it?”

      “I don’t know for sure, but I’m thinking this is a drone, a male. Where there is a Queen and a colony, there has to be a way for her to produce more troops.”

      “The creature appears old and frail,” Beatrix said.

      She had her rifle pointed at the thing’s head. It would occasionally touch the rifle’s muzzle. When it did, she slapped it away with the barrel.

      She was right. The Xeno’s carapace was cracked, and it showed evidence of being recently repaired. Long, spidery lines that resembled welds were scattered across its surface. In fact, its left forearm seemed to be completely constructed of welds. Its shoulder resembled a chewed piece of bubble gum.

      Social insects produced drones only when they were required for mating and colony-building. When the drones had served their purpose, they either died of the mating process or starved to death. Keeping them around to consume valuable resources was inefficient.

      If the Queen was as intelligent as I thought she might be, she could fight nature and keep her drones around long past their normal expiration date. I could only think of two reasons she would do that. Either she could no longer produce drones, or the drones we’d found were produced by another Queen. The second option seemed more likely, as trading drones between colonies would help bolster both sides’ gene pools.

      If that was the case, it looked like it had been a long time since the local Queen had seen another. Whether it meant this Queen was too far away from the others to trade or there was some sort of internal conflict happening was another question.

      “Skrew can pew the Xeno?” the vrak asked.

      “Go ahead,” I said.

      Skrew kicked the creature twice, knocking it over onto its face. Then, he proceeded to jab the barrel of the gun at the end of its abdomen where, if it was a bee, its stinger would have been. The spot he was aiming for kept twitching to one side, then the other, avoiding being impaled on the weapon.

      “Oh,” Reaver gasped, “I didn’t think he was serious.”

      “Just shoot it,” I said, “or I’ll let Beatrix do it. We don’t have time for that just now.”

      Skrew sighed, pointed his barrel at the Xeno’s head, and pulled the trigger, burning a hole all the way through. The Xeno quit moving and bled out onto the deck.

      Its blood, I noticed, was not the deep green of other Xeno. It was thin, almost transparent, and held a distinctly yellow color. It wasn’t the first time I’d seen oddly-colored Xeno blood. These Xeno weren’t warriors. I set my team back into formation, and we continued to march to our goal.

      We’d walked for probably almost 30 minutes when the passage turned to the left and began to level off. I spotted another room about 100 yards ahead and signaled the danger with my hand while I took a knee.

      “How much further?” I asked Nyna.

      She shrugged. “I know we’re going the right direction, but they didn’t really have a way to measure distance. It didn’t seem important, you know? Like it wasn’t a thing the bugs ever thought about. Maybe the Queen, but not the others. But I don’t think she gets out much.”

      We continued forward and found new horrors. The room was wide, kidney-shaped, and shorter than the last, nine feet at the most. Both walls were festooned with translucent membranes arranged in evenly spaced patterns. It was the first time we’d spotted anything in the Xeno hive that made sense. It was a hatchery.

      Beatrix and Skrew kept guard, one at each exit.

      I peered into the first cell on the left and discovered a pupa the size of a loaf of bread. The Martian government didn’t have any data on what young Xeno looked like, and it appeared I’d answered the question. It seemed I would have the choice of two careers when I returned to Mars: I could catalog my findings and become an innovative scientist, or use all this information to wipe out the Xeno once and for all.

      “Son of a bitch,” Reaver breathed. She stumbled away from a cell a few feet down from me and covered her mouth, staring in horror.

      When I approached, she buried her face in my chest. She wasn’t crying, but she sounded close to it.

      “What is it?” I asked.

      She shook her head and pointed. I gave her a quick hug and left her to go see.

      At first, I thought it looked like another pupa—but it was too big, and the shape was wrong. I stared at the slowly squirming thing for another few seconds until I had to accept what I had verified from all sides.

      It was a man. It was a crew member from the Revenge. Tatters of clothing still covered part of his deformed body.

      He was twisting his neck to impossible positions as a white, shiny substance resembling strands of lace streamed from his mouth. The lower half of his body was already covered in the stuff, and it looked like he was working on the upper half. He was building a cocoon.

      “Wow,” Nyna whispered, who appeared to have come to my side soundlessly. “It’s like… is that man turning into a Xeno?”

      “Sure looks like it,” I said.

      A sudden and unexpected wave of sadness suddenly crashed into me. I felt utterly powerless seeing this process take place, without being able to think of anything but killing him to stop it from happening.

      You can’t do it. You can’t continue. You must surrender and give yourself to the Xeno. Your suffering will be minimal. Your pain will end.

      I physically shook the words away and turned my head as I searched for the source.

      “Maybe we should just give up,” Nyna said. “I don’t think we can win.”

      “Whatever that voice was,” I scolded, “don’t listen to it. I think it’s the Queen trying to destroy our will. She knows she’s about to die, she’s doing anything she can to stop us. This is exactly the sign we needed that tells us we’re doing the right things.”

      “Okay,” Nyna said, subdued.

      Reaver seemed to have been affected by the mental assault as well, but she was recovering. Her jaw was set and she frowned, though she still slightly hung her head. But of course she was crushed by what she just saw too. It showed her dedication to our mission, our old mission. Which meant she was dedicated to our new mission too. We would avenge our lost Marines, and do anything we could to save those who might have survived.

      I drew Ebon and began stabbing it through the thick membrane covering each cell. One by one, the residents twitched and died. When I’d run the last one through, an ear-piercing scream echoed through the hallway ahead. It wasn’t human. It was answered by hisses and clatters throughout the hive, seeming to come from all sides.

      We were about to find out what the Queen’s last murderous act of desperation would be.
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      “What the hell was that?” Reaver asked when the monstrous scream faded into echoes.

      “Um, do you think that was the Queen?” Nyna asked. “Because if it was, you just royally pissed her off, you realize?”

      “Incoming!” Beatrix said, picking up the lingo.

      From a passageway came the sounds of skittering, sliding, and scraping. The noises slowed and, eventually, stopped. I aimed my pistol and vaporized the head of the Xeno warrior when it poked its head around a corner about 90 feet down the hallway that was supposed to be our exit. Its body fell as it pumped great gouts of green, acidic blood onto the deck. I could see more hiding around the corner, their tear-drop shaped heads peering out from behind a bulkhead. 

      “Status,” I whispered.

      “They do not attack,” Beatrix whispered back. “They cower far down the hallway. Why are they doing that?”

      “I don’t know,” Reaver said. “Maybe they want to keep us here for some reason. But we’ve already proven we’re unpredictable. The Queen has to know that by now. She’s also got to know that if we can’t go down either hallway, we’ll end up shooting holes in this place. Damn, do you think that’s what she’s counting on?”

      I wasn’t sure. All I knew was that I was beginning to tire of the constant fighting against a seemingly endless horde of Xeno. It seemed like it was all my life had consisted of.

      Growing them took time, though, as evidenced by the hatchery I found myself in. The Queen’s supplies were not inexhaustible. All we needed to do was outlast her.

      Rapid energy weapon fire from behind me announced the first wave. My hallway, however, remained clear, though I knew the Xeno were still down at the other end. Then, they did something unexpected. It seemed the Queen had taken a leaf out of one of our books.

      The Xeno troops began reaching around the corner and rolling oothecae toward us. I watched, fascinated at the ingenuity of the mindless creatures, and wondered at the spectacle.

      That’s something I would do, I thought.

      Ootheca didn’t explode like grenades. But if they were bumped too hard, thrown, or stepped on, they’d burst and fling their sticky, acidic contents everywhere. Although the first few only made it ten feet down the hallway, the next two made it almost halfway.

      “We’ve got a problem,” I said to my team. “They’re rolling their eggs at us. Eventually, they’ll figure out how hard they can toss them without them breaking, and we’ll end up with a room full of the things.”

      “Then, they’ll attack,” Nyna whispered.

      The shooting in the opposite hallway stopped.

      There is no reason to suffer, the disembodied voice of the Queen said in my mind. You may surrender to them. They will not harm you. They are kind and forgiving. They only want peace. They are like you. They are kin.

      Reaver scoffed. “They’re not kin to us. They’re filthy.”

      “Yeah!” Skrew added, before turning his head toward the ceiling and bellowing, “Dumb, poo-eating bug lady! No, not lady! Is gross and gaggy! Is stupid—”

      His rant was halted by another unnatural scream that seemed to echo not only through the hallway I was facing but also through my mind. I felt the Queen’s rage and frustration as if it were my own. I also felt her deep, pained grief.

      Nyna was standing next to Skrew, hands clasped together in front of her face. “She’s so sad. She knows her end is coming. She’s so proud, enraged. She wants revenge. We should surrender, she’s unstoppable—she’ll take the galaxy down with her before surrendering.”

      “Skrew,” I ordered, “keep an eye on Nyna. It looks like the Queen’s influence is affecting her more than the rest of us. Don’t let her do anything stupid, but don’t hurt her.”

      The vrak pressed his lips together and nodded sharply. Then, he turned to the woman as she continued to stare down the hallway. He gently disarmed her, and Nyna didn’t seem to notice.

      “Hers brains is broken, yes?” Skrew asked.

      “No,” I said as I turned back toward the hallway. “When she interfaced with that organic computer, I think the Queen was able to tune her mindfuck-ability to her. She’ll need some help until the Queen is dead. Will you help her?”

      The vrak nodded. “Skrew will always help Jacob. Always.”

      I was touched, but there were still enemies to kill. And lots of them.

      Skrew could barely hold both guns. Where I was just beginning to feel the fatigue of the long battle, he was downright exhausted. He and Nyna weren’t Void-touched, of course. They didn’t have the endurance of the rest of us. For their sake, I needed to end the battle sooner rather than later, even if it meant taking greater risks. The risk of losing them as part of the team was something I couldn’t bear thinking of. 

      Another sound grabbed my attention. I turned my pistol toward the ceiling and took a step back. A crack had formed. Nobody had touched the spot on our side, and I hadn’t heard the clattering of Xeno legs on the structure. It had to be a natural crack caused by material fatigue.

      “Nyna,” I said as I returned my focus to the hallway.

      I blasted another Xeno head when it got curious and peeked around the corner. More blood filled the hallway.

      “Nyna!” I repeated.

      “Oh—yes, I’m here,” she whispered. “Sorry, I must’ve… hey, give that back!”

      Skrew yelped. She must have taken her gun back. The effects from the Queen’s telepathy had worn off.

      “Sorry,” she said again. “I must’ve drifted off for a moment. Got tangled in my thoughts or something.”

      I pointed to the ceiling and waited for her to look through Spirit-Watcher. “Is there a passage on the other side of that crack?”

      She thought about it for a few seconds before answering.

      “Not exactly there. Over here,” she said, pointing to a spot about three feet closer to the center of the room. “That spot doesn’t go anywhere.”

      That meant opened onto space. I glanced around and spotted a single little repair bug attempting to stitch the hole I’d made with Ebon through one of the cell membranes.

      “Reaver, cover this passage,” I said. “Beatrix, stay there.”

      “That’s a lot of oothecae,” Reaver whispered.

      She kneeled and pointed her long Void-tech sniper rifle at the end of the hallway. When the next Xeno rolled one down the hallway, she blew the thing’s hand off.

      I carefully reached out and picked up the little repair bug, unsure if it had any self-defense mechanisms. It squirmed a bit in my grip but didn't attempt to bite me or stick me with a hidden stinger. I had to stretch to reach the crack in the ceiling, but when I got the bug close, it stopped squirming and reached greedily for the damage. I set it in place, and the bug got to work patching the damage.

      “We need to give the bug enough time to reinforce the crack before we knock a hole in the ceiling,” I said.

      “That’s not going to be easy,” Reaver said. There’s at least 40 oothecae in the hallway, and they're getting better at knocking them into each other.” As she spoke, a single acid-filled pod rolled into the center of the room.

      Nyna reached for it.

      “No!” I said. “I’m not sure your Void-tech rod can heal you fast enough.”

      “‘I’m the only one with gloves,” she said with a grin as she wiggled her fingers in the air. “This stuff can’t get through, and we can’t just let these things pile up, right? We’ll be stuck in here then, and then when they attack, we’ll either have to stay put or run around and step on them. I wouldn’t put it past the dirty bastards.”

      She was right. I was glad she’d figured it out, but at the same time, I was concerned she and Skrew might panic.

      “No to step on the bug-booger,” the vrak whispered to himself. “Is bad and eww and ouch. No to step on.”

      “I’ll be careful,” Nyna promised. “I’ll drop them into one of the incubation cells you stabbed. Rather than us and the Xeno just rolling them back and forth.”

      It was a good plan, and she was right: she was the only person who could do it.

      “Go ahead,” I said. “And thank you.”

      “No problem,” Nyna said with a wink. “You can pay me back later.”

      She picked up the ootheca, inspected it for a second, and walked it to a nearby cell, swinging her hips far more than necessary. I didn’t mind at all.

      Using two fingers on her other hand, she separated the membrane I’d cut and slid the ootheca in. It dropped to the bottom of the cell. When it landed, it popped, spattering its contents safely behind the membrane.

      “Wow,” Nyna whispered, “It only dropped a foot, maybe less. You weren’t kidding. They’re delicate, and, damn, that’s a lot of nastiness that came out.”

      “You still want to do this?” I asked with a nod toward another ootheca that had rolled into the room.

      “Yes. I can do it.”

      I glanced at the ceiling. The bug was taking its time and, at the moment, appeared to be taking a nap. I poked it with a finger, and it got back to work.

      “How much longer?” Reaver asked.

      She removed another Xeno hand a second later.

      “I think we need to move now,” I said. “This little repair bug looks winded. It’s probably a big job for just one bug. We need to chance it.”

      Three more pods rolled into the room. Nyna picked one up and walked it to the cell. The membrane was covered with sticky, green acid, I could no longer see inside.

      “Everyone get ready,” I said. “I’m going to blast a hole in the ceiling. I want Reaver to go first. If there’s anything up there that wants to kill us, do what you have to do. Next will be Skrew. I’ll lift him up, and he can cover you. Then, Nyna and Beatrix. I’ll go last, but leave me some room. I’ll be in a hurry.”

      “Sounds like a plan,” Reaver said. “Ready when you are.”

      I got a quick nod from Beatrix, a worried look from Skrew, and a reserved smile from Nyna. It gave me a heaping helping of pleasure to know how pissed the Queen was going to be. We’d foiled her plan again. When it came to humans, angry opponents made bad decisions. I hoped it was the same for Xeno.

      I took aim and fired. The ceiling exploded in a cloud of acrid-smelling, burned exoskeleton.

      Reaver stood and kept her rifle aimed at the end of the hallway. In two rapid shots, she managed to remove two curious Xeno heads. I took her place and hit one in the center of its chest. Its falling body sent several of the oothecae rolling toward us. Those hit several others, and the process began to speed up. This was getting out of hand, Nyna would never manage to neutralize all of these.

      “Move!” I ordered. “Fuck the plan and go! Everyone through the hole!”

      Nobody hesitated. Beatrix ran to the center of the room and gasped when she saw the oothecae. She glanced at me with fear in her eyes—the first time I’d seen the expression on her beautiful face. Then, she grabbed Skrew, ripped his rifle from his hands, and tossed him through the hole, followed by his rifle.

      Nyna was next. She went to pick up one of the Xeno organic grenades, but Beatrix grabbed her hand before she could touch it.

      “No time,” Beatrix said, before she tossed the younger woman through the hole.

      Then, she turned back to me.

      “Go!” I ordered.

      The enemy had already begun its charge. Beatrix sent one blast down the hallway she’d been guarding and leapt through the hole, clearing it easily.

      The angle wasn’t right for me to do the same. The oothecae scattered around my feet prevented me from simply taking a few steps sideways and jumping up after her.

      The enemy moved quickly, but I was ready for them. I moved my feet an inch at a time—first one, then the other. I winced as I saw the bug-grenades gently bounce off each other. If one of them wasn’t as sturdy as the others, it would burst. I could be injured in all kinds of ways, I could be blinded. But if it went that way, I’d take a few of them down with me.

      With my pistol in my left hand pointed toward them and Ebon in my right, the battle began. I fired blindly down the hallway—making sure not to aim too low—jabbed my sword through the first bug’s thorax just below its neck, and fired again. My move held the bug on my sword and allowed me to use it as a meat-shield.

      I glanced to my left. The hallway was filled with skittering Xeno warriors, so I fired three more times and hissed as the bug I was using as a shield stepped on an ootheca, popped it, and sprayed acid onto my right leg. Several more had burst, but they popped behind the bug, and its body had blocked their contents.

      The pain was incredible. It felt like someone was playing the nerves in my right leg like a banjo. Lightning bolts of agony shot up my leg, ricocheted off my hip, and landed in my groin. I moved each foot another inch. I was close, but not close enough. I moved my feet again. I was tempted to run faster, but there wasn’t a single spot on the floor that wasn’t covered with the things, so I moved my feet just another inch.

      The Xeno impaled on my sword wasn't dead. It made that fact clear when it grabbed my arm and raked its sharp claws across it. Compared to the pain in my leg, the slices in my arm were a minor inconvenience. I moved again, one tiny bit closer to my escape.

      A bug tried to get past my meat shield. It was armed, and as it lowered its ootheca-launching barrel my direction, I fired two more shots down the opposite hallway and slammed the impaled Xeno against its armed companion, simultaneously yanking my sword back. Both Xeno clattered to the deck, popping a handful more acidic grenades. The pain in my leg increased, as did a thin line where acid had just splashed across my face.

      My eyes slammed shut involuntarily. I winced, but pushed my way through it. I had to keep my eyes open so that I could see what I was doing. My face was on fire, but I was still alive, and as long as I lived, I’d kill bugs and keep moving. I moved again and realized I hadn’t checked the opposite passageway for too long.

      I turned and groaned inwardly as I pulled the trigger. Three bugs came apart. They were too far away to splash me with their acidic blood, but it was close. I moved my feet again, even though the burn of acid on my face and leg screamed at my mind and pleaded with me to run.

      I fired four more times in rapid succession, determined to keep the bugs at bay. I swung and slammed the flat of my sword against two others who tried to get through and watched in horror as one landed on several of the eggs, bursting them. More importantly, one of the sacs had been pinched under a round portion of its carapace, bounced, and sent flying up toward my face.

      There was no time to consider the consequences. I stuffed away my pistol, reached down to one of the corpses—whether it was my old meat-shield or not I couldn’t tell—and slashed its neck with Ebon while ripping its head free with my other hand. I ducked and, as gently as I could, deflected the ootheca away with a little flick. The jiggly oval hit the far wall and popped. I moved my feet and in one smooth movement snapped up my pistol again and fired three more shots down the hallway. I felt the heat of the blast and knew they were close.

      I stabbed one of the Xeno I’d knocked down, heaved it over my head, and tossed it at the rest of the incoming bugs. They fell in a heap.

      I stabbed the second one, lifted it over my head, jumped, and landed on top of the creature with a crunch. I hoped it hurt, because the pain in my leg was a fiery dwarf star. The Xeno’s body provided insulation between myself and the hundred or more oothecae on the floor. I took one big step, planted a foot on the creature’s head, and leapt for the hole in the ceiling.

      I cleared it and landed hard in the hallway. A small grunt of agony escaped my throat as a sensation like white-hot shards of glass ground into my femur. Luckily, there were no enemies in the passage.

      “Oh, shit,” Nyna gasped, “he’s hurt!”

      “Cover the hole!” I ordered.

      “Got it,” Reaver said. “Grenade!”

      “No!” I roared. “You’ll breach the hull!”

      Reaver put the grenade away and pulled out her new weapon from around her neck, the kusari-fundo she’d acquired from Tortengar. She took a couple of practice swings, spun about a foot of the chain around her head, and thrust it toward the hole. It seemed to keep extending forever, surprising both of us.

      Reaver drew it back, spun the foot of chain again, and while holding on to a looped length in her other hand, threw it through the hole again, and again it extended. She laughed, Skrew clapped, and I groaned. Nyna had torn the remains of my pant leg open to see the wound. I knew it was bad, but she acted like it was no big deal—as if she’d seen a hundred wounds that were so much worse. A few moments which felt like a few minutes later, the pain began to subside.

      “I’m healing you,” she said as she ran her fingers through my hair and across my forehead. “Please relax. You heal really fast.”

      Meanwhile, Reaver looked to be having the time of her life. She’d developed a technique in which she would strike once, spin the weighted chain above her head once, then strike again. Between strikes, she took little steps left or right to gain a better position. The look in her beautiful eyes said she was having fun, but the sneer on her lips said she wanted to kill as many as possible.

      Beatrix and Skrew, meanwhile, were standing guard. Skrew was trying too hard to mimic what the tentacle-haired warrior was doing. He tried to stand like her. He tried to scan the perimeter the same as her. And, since he didn’t have tentacles of his own, he wiggled ears.

      “Comes to Skrew, nasty bugs,” the vrak whispered. “Skrew wants to puts the pew in the Xeno butt.”

      The words were funny, but his tone was deadly serious. I knew if he didn’t get the opportunity to do exactly that, I’d never hear the end of it.

      Nyna finished healing my leg and started on my face.

      “This should be quick,” she said. “30 seconds or so, but it looks like you’re gonna have a scar.”

      “I don’t care,” I told her. “Thank you.”

      She leaned in close to me as she waved her healing rod over my wound. “If it’s any consolation, I think scars are sexy.”

      Sure enough, m pain faded until it was completely gone. When I sighed in relief, Nyna leaned in, took my face in both of her soft hands and kissed my new scar. Then, she stood and placed the rod back into her bag and slung it over both shoulders.

      “All out of bugs,” Reaver said.

      “Reaver killed all of Xeno with… that?” the vrak gasped.

      “Sure did,” she said as she looped it around her neck and put the weights down the front of her shirt.

      She did so slowly, just to give me time to appreciate how the weighted ends slipped between her breasts. I would enjoy holding them again soon, squeezing them as I had for the first time before we set off on this endlessly extended expedition.

      “There’s no going back, though,” Reaver said. “The whole room is swimming in acid.”

      “It’s okay,” Nyna answered. “This passage will take us to the Queen, too. And there are no rooms between us and her. We’re there.”

      I placed the team back in formation and led them on. It wasn’t long before we encountered another side passage. I signaled a warning before I peeked around the corner. After ten yards, the passage to the right opened up into a room that could be nothing other than a hangar. A sleek-looking Xeno ship was the only thing docked, and a hatch was opened toward us.

      It was time to split the team. Once I engaged the Queen and she fully realized she would lose, I didn’t think it would be beyond her to destroy our only chance of escape. It would take a lot of guns to keep the ship, so I needed as many as possible there.

      “Reaver,” I whispered, “take the team. There’s a hangar down this corridor. Inside is a ship. I want you to secure it and hold it.”

      “What will you be doing?” she asked.

      “I’ll be killing the Queen. If you don’t keep the ship, we’ll have no chance of escape. We’ll never make it back, and we’ll die here. No matter what, you must keep the ship.”

      She sighed. “I’ll do it. But don’t think we’re going to leave without you. Not a chance in hell, Paladin.”

      I smiled. I hadn’t heard my nickname in what seemed like ages.

      “She is correct,” Beatrix added.

      Nyna and Skrew confirmed with nods and crossed arms.

      “What if the worst should happen?” Reaver asked, clearly pained. “How would we even know?”

      “Hold it as long as you can,” I said. “If I stay away, and it looks like you’re going to be overrun, take the ship and flee. Please promise me that. And then… avenge me.”

      “I don’t think the Queen has a chance against you,” Nyna said. “So, that’s not even an option.”

      “It is an option,” Reaver corrected. “There’s always chance, rotten luck. Anything can happen, anywhere, anytime.”

      She remembered what I taught her. Boy, would I be broken if I never got to see her again.

      She turned to me. “We’ll hold out as long as we can and not a second less. Kick her ass and get back here.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” I said.
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      I crept through the passageway alone while the others secured our escape craft. I tried to take in all the details of my environment. I wouldn’t allow the desperate Queen to catch me off guard.

      Where the others had been wide enough for three Marines to march through them abreast, the passage continuing from the hangar began to narrow almost immediately. It was barely wide enough for me to walk through without twisting my shoulders slightly.

      As I progressed through the twisting, winding passageway, I noticed other differences. The walls were less undulated, and there were more glowfrogs than in the rest of the hive, which made the walls shimmer and shine. This might be a kind of royal treatment. I knew I’d like it if I were their Queen. I chuckled at the thought process I’d just gone through, imagining myself as a huge monster breeding destructive aliens.

      The air in the passageway also changed. It was warmer and far more humid than it had been in the rest of the hive. A foul odor began to fill my nostrils. It reminded me of spoiled milk, fried to a crisp. It was the odor of the Queen. It was the pheromone that kept her alive, well fed, and nurtured.

      The Queen likely had workers with her, just the typical Xeno soldiers I’d already encountered. I’d killed thousands of them before, and they were no match for me. But the Xeno Queen had already proven her cleverness and her complete disregard for efficiency by wasting the lives of countless soldiers in futile attacks. Anything was possible.

      With Ebon drawn and held in front of me, I turned every corner with caution. If there were any bugs waiting in ambush, the first thing they would see would be the razor-sharp blade. The second thing they would see would be their own innards.

      The narrow passageway more or less straightened and began to ascend. The walls and floors were so smooth they were almost mirror-like. The reflection of the glowfrogs created a spectacular starfield effect. Had the air not been filled with the stink of the Queen’s pheromones, I might have had a moment of aesthetic pleasure.

      Sudden movement ahead caused me to crouch into a fighting stance. I relaxed a little when I saw what was approaching. It was one of the gray-skinned bugs I’d seen taking apart the captured spacecraft in the cavernous storage room. It was carrying another Xeno egg. This one looked different, though. Rather than being a leathery, opaque mass, it looked more like a gemstone. It was green, but there was a little pink shape inside. It was fertilized.

      I stepped to one side and kept my sword pointed at the creature in case it was bringing the egg to me as a weapon. But it skittered past, probably on its way to deliver the egg to an incubation chamber. I didn’t need to kill the creature or destroy the egg. Soon, the universe would have one less egg-laying Xeno Queen to deal with. Also, if the ship the rest of the team was securing had any weapons, I’d open enough holes in the hive to ensure there would be no others to take her place.

      There is no hope for survival. No hope for victory. The only hope is surrender. You are full of sorrow and remorse. Surrender now, and you will be forgiven.

      The Queen’s voice sounded familiar and soothing. It was salve on a wound. It was poison in my coffee.

      It probably wasn’t in the Queen’s best interest to give up her secret communication tool. If I made it out of here, and I believed I would, this was another weakness I could share with my forces that we could exploit. But she was clearly desperate, this was yet another sign. I tried to picture my memories of a Xeno Queen panicking, legs flailing and eyes rolling, and grinned.

      About 30 feet ahead, the passageway came to an abrupt end and opened into a strange chamber. I stayed in the doorway. The chamber was only about twenty feet deep, but it was at least three times as wide. Hooks and horns, some reaching three feet in length, pocked the walls and the ceiling, which was at least fifteen feet high.

      Two archways roughly the size of a normal human doorframe were placed on the far wall about six feet apart. Across them was something that looked like a beaded curtain. Xeno didn’t use furniture, as far as I knew, so the curtain was more likely a defense mechanism. It looked like sundew, a tiny carnivorous plant that grew in Earth’s marshy regions. It could also be a Xeno equivalent of a spiderweb, designed to entangle me until something came along to finish me off or inject me with poison.

      If I did die here, it would all be worth it to save Druma, the Ish-Nul, my companions, and those I hadn’t even met—if I managed to take down the Queen with me. Reaver, Beatrix, Nyna, and Skrew would raise an army to fight any remaining Xeno and purge them from the planet. Nyna would take whatever Void-tech she’d discovered so far, incorporate it with anything else she could find, and design defenses to keep the planet safe for the rest of eternity.

      Slavery and torture would be outlawed on the entire planet. Those whose bodies had become hosts to Xeno creatures would be cured. If a cure wasn’t possible, they would have to be killed and their bodies burned on proper funeral pyres.

      First, the Queen had to die. It all hinged on this, on me in this strange, gross-smelling chamber. 

      But the Queen was nowhere to be seen. I just knew I was close, though, all signed pointed to this. She had to be in the next room through one of the curtained arches.

      The only other things that appeared to be out of place here were two almond-shaped shields above the archways. They were six feet tall and three feet wide. I thought of them as shields, because, although they fit snugly to the wall, I could tell they weren’t actually part of it, unlike the hooks and horns. They’d been hung there, and I wondered if it was the Xeno version of a heraldic shield.

      The golden shapes were smooth but not polished, and the tiny imperfections I detected on their surface didn’t seem to display any kind of pattern I could recognize. But I remembered there was a Martian theory that Xeno could see a wider spectrum of light than humans could. Perhaps the shields’ decorations were simply invisible to me.Of course, even if they were heraldic shields, they could still be traps.

      I couldn’t suppress a gasp when I suddenly realized why the passage leading up to here was so narrow. The Queen wasn’t allowed to leave. She was in control of her brood, but they also exerted control upon her. She was as much a prisoner as a ruler.

      The other Xeno would bring her food, clean up her waste, and process her eggs. From them, they would grow the workers, soldiers, and parasites that would then be used as slaves for the next generation of bugs. The Queen had nowhere to go, but as long as she lived, she could continue to command her troops and cause Druma to suffer.

      Free or unfree, she was the ruler, and she could choose to kill herself every day. Rather, she chose to continue the cycle of oppression and suffering, every day. This had to end. She had to die.

      A single step into the room set things in motion. The instant I placed my foot on the floor, both shields fell and crashed to the deck. They tipped over and landed round side up, the crash sounding like a pair of perfectly timed gunshots. They remained perfectly still without bouncing even once, as if they were immediately magnetically glued to the floor. Above the doors, they left sockets that appeared to have been specifically designed for them.

      Slowly, they began to lift from the ground as arms and legs unfolded from underneath. I drew my pistol and shot the bug on the right, but the only result was a scorch mark, so I shot it again. Three rapid shots later, all to the same spot, revealed exactly how impenetrable the bugs were to my Void-tech weapon. They’d go down, but I’d have to do it the hard way.

      The Queen screamed again from the next room, and the two heavily armored Xeno turned to me. Their exoskeleton made it look like they were wearing helmets. Two horizontal slits hinted at where their eyes might be located. Their arms and legs were covered in interlocking plates, and as they rose to their full height, I checked for weak spots or seams in their bio-armor, but I found none.

      I could have fled back into the tunnel and forced them to fight me one at a time, but I needed room to maneuver. I also didn’t want to be caught in a tight corridor if they were able to deploy acid.

      I’d have to fight them on their terms. I hoped the Queen could see us. I was about to demonstrate what was soon going to happen to her.

      They were twins in everything except for their arms. The bug on the left had arms that ended in spheres that were covered in dozens of small spikes, like maces. The arms of the one on the right ended in curved blades that resembles swords. It was smart, and whether it was evolution or purposeful design, having two different weapon types on the Queen’s personal guard helped to ensure that no enemy would have an ideal defense.

      The fight was on.

      The sword-bug came in high and slashed both its blades at my neck. The mace-bug came in low as it swung one weapon, then the other with a great deal of space between them. If I jumped, I’d be cut in half by one. If I didn’t, I’d have both legs crushed by the other.

      So, I chose option three.

      I took a knee and jabbed Ebon into the deck with the sharp edge of the blade facing the oncoming maces. The first one hit hard enough to drag the back of the blade through the deck a few inches. The bug was fast, though. It adjusted the direction of its second mace and aimed for my fingers as I gripped Ebon’s handle. I had to release my grip and lay my palm flat against the opposite side to keep the blade from smashing into my face.

      I knew I’d been sitting for too long, so I abandoned my sword and rolled to my right, just as both of the sword-bug’s blades crashed to the deck and bit deep chunks out of it. The Queen screamed again and the little helmet-like heads of the bugs turned toward the sound. They’d been scolded for damaging the Queen’s antechamber, and though their expressions never changed, I sensed their rage. I had no doubt they would fight to the death, Xeno that they were. And unlike many other things I’d witnessed in the hive, they were efficient.

      The sword-bug came at me again. I dodged its first strike as it embedded a blade into the floor. I got three slashes in at its arm and managed to slide Ebon into one of the horizontal slits in its head. The thing reeled back and brought its other claw to its face. Orange fluid pumped from the opening. I’d found a weak spot.

      It saw me coming in for another strike and turned its head to the right. I missed the other eye slit but took a gouge out of its helmet before I danced away as the creature thrashed its bladed arms. I would have been having fun if I wasn’t in a hurry to rejoin my team. It was a shame I didn’t have the time to draw the fight out. I could learn so much by fighting the Xeno knights. I made a mental note to find a scientist to study any Xeno my team managed to capture in the future, solely for our military purposes.

      The mace-bug lowered its head and charged around the other who raised its blades above its head and moved to its left to cut off my escape. The other bug raised both its bladed arms above its head and made for me. I saw their trap coming again and instead of jumping or dodging, I caught the mace-bug, planted my feet, arched my back, and flipped it over my head, a feat I couldn’t have achieved before the Lakunae.

      The sword-bug saw me look to my sword and stepped in front of it while still coming at me, so I immediately drew my pistol and fired, just as the mace-bug crashed into the wall behind me. I didn’t have time to see if I’d impaled it on one of the horns, but I did hear fragments of something crashing to the ground.

      Meanwhile, my shot had only left a scorch mark on the sword-bug’s face. I fired three shots at its leg with the same effect. Then, it was almost on top of me.

      I rotated my grip on my pistol, repositioning the slide against my forearm, and blocked its first strike. The bug was powerful, and my arm ached after the impact, but the gun held. The creature’s second strike was low. I jumped, only to realize its trick a moment later when its arm-blade stopped, rotated and lurched upward between my legs. I squatted, held my pistol below my groin, and took a hard hit that knocked me an inch into the air. But the bug was close enough for a counter.

      I punched it in its face and sent it sprawling onto its back. A skittering behind me told me the mace-bug was moving again, so I dove forward into a roll, heard the woosh of air where my head had been, and retrieved Ebon before I rose back to a standing position.

      The sword-bug was moving again, so I charged the mace-bug, feigned an attack from the right, and dropped to my knees as I slid between its legs. I took two swings at its right leg as I passed. The slashes had little obvious effect. The bugs were tough.

      I spun, raised Ebon to a high defensive posture, and noticed something curious. My last movement had left the bugs barreling toward each other, and both were skittering and scrambling to avoid a crash. They wanted to hurt me, I realized—but they were also worried about hurting each other.

      I could make use of this.

      The sword-bug held the other back with an outstretched arm and the back of its left blade. I took the opportunity to test the strength of its weapon against my own and was stunned when Ebon hit its sword-like appendage and vibrated like a bell in my hands.

      Both creatures lunged in to make an attack, glanced at the other, and waited for the other to proceed. I took the opportunity to strike the mace-bug’s ankle. It was a solid hit, but I only managed to gouge the armor about an inch deep. It was enough, though, to cause some orange blood to leak out.

      Surrender now, and I will order them to stop. They will not harm you. If you continue, they will break you. They will cut you. They will drag your organs out of your body and consume them while you watch, they will ensure you survive to witness it. This is what they live for. Surrender now, and I will force them to show mercy.

      “Not a chance, bitch,” I growled.

      I charged the mace-bug and, as predicted, the sword-bug stepped further away to avoid being hit by its comrade. I raised my sword as if I was going to strike it from above. The bug raised its arms, and I slid between its legs on my knees, caught a small protrusion of its shell, and allowed my momentum to carry me up onto its back. The bug hissed—the first sound I’d heard it make—and flailed feebly at me. Its arms didn’t bend back that far, and the sword-bug wouldn’t approach. I was too close, and the mace-bug was moving too much for the sword-bug to get a good swing at me. The fight had grown too chaotic; it was afraid.

      The mace-bug tried to throw me, so I wrapped my arm around its little head and pulled hard. It hissed again as its neck began to stretch. I tried to pull its head off, but I wasn’t able to get a solid grip. So, I brought Ebon around and began to saw through its hard shell.

      The bug walked backward. None of the hooks or horns directly behind us were long, so I kept sawing and felt its room-temperature blood begin to flow across my arm. It wasn’t acidic, so I kept sawing.

      When it jumped backward in an attempt to impale me on one or more of the spikes and hooks, I planted my foot against the wall, having already predicted the move, and kicked off. The mace-bug began to bleed heavily, and I felt the resistance against Ebon begin to lessen until it was as soft as mush. The sword-bug scrambled to get out of the way, and the mace-bug’s head came cleanly off.

      I jumped clear, threw the severed head on the ground in a challenge to the survivor, and watched in horror as the mace-bug’s body continued to move. Wherever its brain was, it wasn’t in its head. It walked the circuit of the room, tapping its club against the floor, hooks, and horns. When it found something it thought was a horrible human, it smashed its claws down on it and sent bits of the room skittering across the floor.

      The sword-bug didn’t give up either, but its ability to attack was severely compromised. I was in the corner to the left of the door. The mace-bug was crossing in front of the two entrances to the Queen’s chamber, and it was essentially alone and facing two opponents: me and the other bug, who had demonstrated it would attack anything nearby that moved.

      I charged the mace-bug again, landed on its back, and kicked off the wall to its left. This sent my victim into the sword bug. When they made contact, the blinded mace-bug began to beat its opponent senseless. I dropped to the ground and hurried to the far side of the room to watch. The Queen screamed, but neither bug heard it. The sword-bug’s head was smashed most of the way into its body, and the mace-bug was dead. I finished off the first by burying Ebon in its wound to the hilt.

      You have chosen the path of death. I will order my soldiers to intercept you. They will not kill you, though. You will be restrained, and they will carefully apply my fluid to you. They will begin with the—

      “You’re next, bitch,” I interrupted.

      I filled my mind with images of the suffering she had caused. I thought of how Skrew had almost been tortured to death, a slave and a victim of the system the Queen had put into place. Of Enra, kidnapped from the Ish-Nul, her family, and beaten by a cruel master. I thought of Reaver and Beatrix, forced to fight for the entertainment of others, and of Demetrios’s false promise of release.

      A quick slash across the curtain on the left dropped strands of glue to the deck. They popped and hissed, giving off an acrid smoke as they chewed their way through. Acid, I thought. A powerful weapon, but a futile attack. I couldn’t even say it was a nice try.

      Your companions blame you, the Queen whispered into my mind. One of the females is dead, and they blame you. They will kill you. I have seen to it. But I can rescue you. I can save you. Leave now, and you will see mercy. Leave now, and I will allow you to live.

      I was angry, but I had it under control. I didn’t believe that her troops had killed one of the women. There were two Void-touched in the group against her soldiers. It wouldn’t be close to a fair fight, even if she threw 100 bugs at them. And, based on what I’d seen so far, she didn’t have 100 warriors left in her entire hive.

      “I’m coming for you,” I said as I slashed the beaded curtain covering the left archway. It fell to the ground, and I stepped over it.

      The Queen’s chamber was even more opulent than the passageway that led to it. It was 30 feet wide with a domed ceiling, and the gold-colored walls were teeming with the little red repair bugs. Most looked as though they had nothing to do, but every couple of seconds I heard a loud crack, and a few of the bugs would scurry off to take care of the new damage.

      Again, the Queen was hidden. But again, I could tell where she was. There was a raised dais in the center of the small room, surrounded by a thin, white material that mimicked silk. Parts of it were tattered and had been patched so many times, it resembled the ethereal trappings of a spirit come to haunt the living. The fabric-like substance moved with an unseen breeze. Although I couldn't see how it could be possible, the material seemed to be alive.

      I counted five of the flat, hairy cleaning bugs in the room as well. They meandered aimlessly as if they were hungry for waste, but there was none readily available.

      The stink of the Queen’s pheromones had been bad in the hallway. In her presence, it was downright sickening. I had to work hard to keep my breathing even and steady.

      I slowly became aware of the sound in the room. It blended into the background noise of the hive so well, I almost didn’t notice it. It was a buzzing, humming kind of sound, steady and even. It wasn’t the sound of beating wings, though that might have explained the moving fabric. It was something else entirely.

      Do not approach. You are not worthy to be in my presence. I am a Queen. I am beautiful. I am terrible. Leave now, or I will destroy you.

      “You got the terrible part right,” I said as I took another step forward.

      Suddenly, the buzzing stopped. Something new was about to happen. Some last-ditch effort from the Queen. I hoped it was something good, and I hoped she was afraid.

      I was disappointed when I saw a drone stick its head out of the fabric. Then I snorted.

      “What?” I said. “Really?”

      It turned its buggy eyes toward me and vanished back into the soft cocoon. A moment later, it fell out as if pushed and tumbled unceremoniously to the deck. From there, it stared at me, its limbs shaking in what I took to be fear. The creature looked to me, then the hidden Queen, and back to me. It looked indecisive, so I made the decision for him. I blasted it between the eyes and reholstered my pistol before all of its guts finished hitting the deck.

      “I’ve had enough of the decoys, the smoke and mirrors.”

      I continued to walk toward the dais. Three of the gray, leathery creatures who carried eggs and took ships apart sprang from under the fabric and attacked me. Dispatching the ugly things was child’s play. I kicked one of their bodies aside as I continued walking.

      I will make you suffer. You will have never known such pain. I have 1,000 years of experience with creatures greater than you. I can keep you alive for generations. My young will feed on your regrown flesh. You will plead for death, but I will deny it to you. Nothing is beyond my wrath.

      I stepped closer, savoring her panicked speech. I was no longer affected by it. I had learned to block her out. It wasn’t torture to show her the fruits of her own labor. I needed to get back to my team, but I also needed to know I’d given the creature every chance to repent and show some remorse. If she did, it would mean the Xeno could be reasoned with. If not, it would be confirmation that my plan for wholesale slaughter was sound.

      Everything she said, everything I saw, every odor, and every object would be valuable to the Martians. I took it all in and did my best to commit everything to memory.

      Please. I will not harm you. Allow me to live. I will move the colony. We will leave your world. We will never return. It will be as I say.

      I smiled at the change of tone. This wasn’t remorse; it was begging. I jabbed Ebon through the fabric and began to slowly drag my blade through to make an entrance. It sounded like finely woven wool when it was cut, but it was as tough as woven copper.

      An explosion of wind was forced out of my chest, and I was knocked back hard enough to land on my butt. The bitch hadn’t knocked the wind out of me, but she’d come close. Her words had put me at ease, had caused me to let down my guard. She was good, I had to give her that—with the insufficient tools she had at her disposal. I stood, marched back to the fabric, and in three quick slashes revealed the Queen Xeno in all her glory. 

      She was a huge grub, corpulent and foul. Her huge yellow gut-bag of an ass was covered in pustules and boils. It was also translucent, revealing the mass of intestines, bug-pudding, and other unidentifiable parts it contained.

      A dozen little gray tenders crawled over her, lancing the cysts as three cleaning bugs lapped up what came out. If there was any of her spell left controlling my mind, the sight of the condition of Her Highness had dispelled all of it. Skrew would have had a field day trying to explain to someone else what she looked like. I almost felt bad for the vrak, too. If there was an ass he could have fit his whole rifle in, it was this one. Though it probably wouldn’t even hurt her.

      Her upper half consisted of a grub-like head with a complicated mouthpart. It was mottled brown and translucent. I could see her brain inside her head. It floated, unsupported by anything except the fluid and some unseen ligaments.

      The only part of her that could move was the last few feet of her clear, 30-foot abdomen. She struck out at me. A little faster than I thought, but this was a joke. I turned Ebon’s point toward her and allowed her to impale herself on it. She screamed again. It was loud, and the emotion behind it made me dizzy. One of the tenders leaped from her back at my face. I caught it with my free hand and crushed it, before I tugged on it and tossed the blubbery Queen to the ground.

      “For your crimes against the people of Druma,” I said, not really caring if she could hear me above her wails, “I sentence you to death.”

      I walked my blade through her body from her ass to her brain. Four steps in, the contents of her bloated abdomen splashed to the floor like a huge water balloon. Her acidic blood caused the deck to bubble and smoke. Unlike the rest of her, her blood smelled sweet—like the victory I’d just secured.

      A moment later, new cracks began to form. The repair bugs had become still. They were no longer interested in repairing the hive. The place was coming apart.
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      With the Queen dead on the floor, there was nothing that motivated the repair bugs to keep working. Even though the hallway I hurried through was narrow, the living organisms that created gravity in the hive seemed to be confused. Gravity shifted a little now and then. Sometimes, it would pull in the direction I had gotten used to calling “down.” Then, it would shift a few degrees to the left, then back, then for an instant or two somewhere near “up.” The sensation and sound of cracks forming within the hive urged me forward.

      The glowfrogs began to panic and swim about their little aquariums as if they were beginning to boil. They sensed the danger, and though I was intrigued by them, there wasn’t any time to save even one. It was a shame, but I had to get my team out and off to safety before we all died.

      About halfway down the narrow passage, I had to stop to clear the way. I was grateful that the area where the rubble had fallen wasn’t open to space; otherwise, I’d be having a bad day.

      All in all, I thought as I shoved some large pieces of the wall aside and crawled through the opening I’d created, the day hasn’t been terrible. I killed a bunch of Xeno—always a good thing. I killed a Queen—never a bad idea. And I had gathered an incredible amount of valuable information that would help Mars bring the Xeno to their knees.

      If the Martian government could figure out how to target the controller Xeno, they’d be able to stop attacks as they began. The amount of intelligence they could gather from the hundreds or thousands of captured Xeno would help them create new weapons, defenses, and tactics. Few, if any, innocent lives would have to be lost to the Xeno ever again.

      A deep rumble shook the passageway, and several groups of glowfrogs went dark. Their aquariums broke and spilled them onto the deck, where the poor creatures writhed and squirmed. Though I thought they resembled Earth-based amphibians, without their watery liquid to support them, they all but turned to gelatinous pools of mush. The fluid, it seemed, both kept them buoyant and maintained their shape.

      Another tremor rattled me against the walls. It only lasted a second, and I suspected some part of the hive had just broken away. I bolted, throwing caution to the wind.

      I emerged from the narrow hallway into the hangar and surprised a Xeno who looked like he’d been in the middle of sneaking up on my team when the Queen died. It looked at me stupidly but made no other gestures. I put it out of its misery by holding onto its head tight as I kicked its body, separating the two. No use taking a chance that it would somehow recover its wits.

      The hangar was a mess. Pools of acid slicked the floor, walls, and ceiling. Nyna was healing Beatrix from a nasty acid burn on her leg while Reaver provided cover. Skrew was busy shooting the stationary Xeno troops one at a time while he threw insults at them.

      “Status!” I ordered as I picked my way around and over the myriad of bug parts.

      The team looked up from what they were doing, relief evident in their eyes.

      As I approached, something about the alien vessel seemed familiar. It had huge armored plates covering its surface, much like the exoskeleton of the Xeno themselves. Its nose was round, and the last third branched into appendages similar to Xeno troop legs. Overall, though, the ship strongly resembled a squid. I didn’t have time to think about why exactly, but I suspected the similarity was not coincidental.

      “Everyone’s present and accounted for,” Reaver announced. “Skrew’s cleaning up the leftovers. Beatrix’s been injured—took two shots to the leg when she ran straight for them before they stopped moving. Nyna should have her fixed up quick.”

      “She’ll have to finish it on the ship,” I said. “Grab Skrew and get aboard. I’ll bring Nyna and Beatrix.”

      As if to amplify my urgency, a crack that sounded like a gunshot echoed through the large room, and we all ducked reflexively.

      Nyna scrambled to her feet, Beatrix a little slower. Another crack, this one duller and more hollow than the last, caused us to pause.

      Then, my ears popped.

      “Run!” I called out. “The hull’s about to—”

      The room exploded into a hurricane of wind and debris. The sound was like an enormous spectral wolf mourning the passing of the moon. I held on to Beatrix around her waist and dug my fingers into a slight divot the battle had created on the floor. There was some acid at the bottom, and I felt my fingers begin to burn, but I didn’t let go.

      A few seconds later, the wind stopped, and the howl that had accompanied it changed to a high-pitched whistle. I looked toward the breach and saw several Xeno bodies gathered and pinned to a section of the wall about a third of the way down the bulkhead.

      “They’ve sealed the breach!” I said. “It won’t last long! Keep moving!”

      Reaver reached Skrew, who’d kept himself from getting sucked out into space by grabbing a door frame on the far side of the hangar. She scooped him up under one arm and ran with him back toward the ship.

      I lifted the injured Beatrix, who grunted in pain, and brought her to the craft’s hatch. It was wide and tall enough for one of the Xeno troops to enter but nowhere large enough for the Queen to have escaped, even if her workers and troops hadn’t confined her to her quarters. It was a transport vessel, I decided. Probably for drones.

      Although it might have been as old as the rest of the ship, it looked like it was in good shape. I lifted Beatrix into its dimly lit cabin and turned to Reaver, who handed Skrew to me. He didn’t seem injured, so I wasn’t as gentle.

      Nyna was next, but just as I turned to find her, the breach the Xeno bodies had been plugging opened again. It was wider than before. The howling sound became a cacophony of noises as loose debris, Xeno bodies, and air rushed into the vacuum of space. I searched for Nyna as quickly as I could and found her half of the 90 feet toward the breach. She’d found a crack in the deck and was holding on for dear life. Her face was buried between her outstretched arms, and her short hair whipped viciously against her back.

      She couldn’t hold on for long, and the air wouldn’t last forever. I held on to a strut and looked to Reaver. Our expressions delivered an unspoken message. Mine, I’m sure, told her that I didn’t have a choice. I had to go rescue Nyna. I also hoped it told her that if I didn’t make it, she was to carry on with the mission in my stead.

      Ser expression told me she understood and respected my decision, but also that she feared for me.

      With just a curt nod to end our communication, I drew Ebon and drove its tip into the deck, but only about an inch. I reached out with my hand, being sure to keep the hilt pointed away from me so that the sword wouldn’t pull itself free from the floor. I couldn’t go too deep. Otherwise, I’d open a new breach right under my feet and end the mission for all of us. When I let go with my other hand, I began to slide—but too fast.

      I watched my approach to Nyna over my shoulder and added a bit more pressure to slow myself down. I wasn’t certain how thick the deck was, though, so I couldn’t do too much.

      A couple of seconds later, I’d cleared most of the distance, and I noticed the wind was beginning to slow. Soon, the entire volume of breathable air would have escaped into space. We’d be stuck in a vacuum, and we’d suffocate. Our frozen, bloated corpses would float between the stars for the rest of eternity. I couldn't let that happen.

      A moment later, I reached Nyna. As carefully as I could, I pried her hands from the deck and brought them to my Void-tech body armor. There weren’t any straps like the regular military used, but she was able to get what felt like a good grip around my collar. I started pushing forward, using Ebon like a walking stick with my other hand behind my back, holding on to Nyna in case she became exhausted and lost her grip.

      One slow step at a time brought me closer to the alien vessel. Then, my ears detected a new sound. It was a rumbling I could hear above the howl of the wind and that I could feel in my feet. I wasn’t sure what it meant until the wall at the far side of the hangar exploded and a huge shipping container headed right for me.

      I had to think fast. It was bouncing off the deck and moving too fast to get out of its way. It was also destroying huge chunks of the deck as it bounced along, which meant that sharp fragments from the floor would be dragged and flown along toward us. I wasn’t left with much of a choice, so I planted Ebon into the deck as far as I dared, wrapped a leg around the dull edge of my sword and balled my fist.

      Martian shipping containers were all designed the same way, regardless of their size. The edges, and especially the corners, were reinforced so that they could be stacked and, if necessary, rough-handled. I squinted through the cloud of debris headed at me, watched, and listened. As the container got closer, the debris became thicker, and I had trouble keeping my eyes open. I knew I’d have to make my next move blind, so I studied what I could see as best I could, what it sounded like, and predicted what would happen.

      I closed my eyes as shards of debris drew painful lines across my face, neck, arms, and legs. Nyna began to scream and lost her grip for a moment. I was glad I’d held on to her.

      BOOM! CRASH! SKREE! BOOM!

      I struck out with my right fist in an uppercut and made contact with what I hoped was the forward-facing edge of the cargo container. If I’d been wrong, I could have punched through the side. The container’s mass would have scooped Nyna and me into its belly and carried us to our doom.

      Although my shoulder went numb, and I discovered a whole new threshold of pain in my fist, we weren’t hit by anything larger than the debris from before. I opened my eyes and saw that the path before us was clear. I unhooked my leg and started moving again. Then, the cargo container hit the breach and opened it even wider. I dug Ebon further into the deck as the wind exploded in my face. For a moment, I thought I heard Nyna scream, but I couldn't be sure. Either way, all that mattered was getting to the ship before something bigger came along and knocked us loose, or before we ran out of air. Three agonizing steps later, we were there.

      I couldn’t hand Nyna to Reaver at the door, so I took a couple of extra steps and allowed the Marine to peel the priestess from my back. Then, she reached out and helped me into the vessel before slamming the hatch closed. The silence was only broken by Nyna’s gasping and my heavy breathing.

      Huge parts of the hive were smashing into each other. They were grinding each other to powder, and, if we didn’t hurry, we might find ourselves in the middle of one of those crashes.

      “We need to get out of here,” I said to Nyna.

      She nodded and tried to get to her hands and knees but collapsed back to the ship’s deck.

      “Let me help you,” Reaver said.

      She scooped her up and quickly walked her to the small bridge. There were two seats that were too big to be comfortable for most humans. I slowly made my way behind them.

      Skrew, meanwhile, was rocking back and forth on his rear, mumbling to himself about all the Xeno he never got to kill. He said something else to himself that led me to believe he’d managed to find one to test his rifle storage theory on. It hadn’t fit, and he was disappointed.

      Beatrix gave me a small smile but held her right calf gingerly with both hands. The flesh underneath was a mess, and I was certain I could see bone.

      “I need…” Nyna whispered, “interface.” She pointed at a spider-like claw hanging on the ceiling.

      Reaver frowned, poked it once, and when one of the thin legs twitched, flinched away. A second later, she tried again and attempted not to make a face as the little legs touched and examined her hands. When she placed the organic device on Nyna’s head, the legs settled in and stopped moving.

      “I can see the ship,” Nyna whispered. “Powering up now. This shouldn’t take long.”

      The ship shuddered a few times, then glowfrogs began to light up in the walls. They stretched like they’d been asleep and flickered a few times before they reached full brightness. A moment later, a low hum and pulsing beat told me the priestess was making progress.

      Then her seat—one of the two that had been designed for the big Xeno troops—began to move. It scraped along the deck, narrowed, and brought her closer to the controls. As she approached, she reached out with her hands and began touching different parts of a mostly featureless hemispherical protrusion from the wall. It was covered in hundreds of armored plates. Some were larger than others, and I wasn’t completely surprised when they pistoned slightly inward when she touched them.

      “Most of this is done with thoughts,” she said in a dreamy voice. “But some things have to be done with touch.”

      “Can you get us out of here?” I asked.

      “Yes,” she said. “But I can’t command the plate armor to open and let us out. Only the Queen could do that. This ship has weapons, though. I can shoot our way out, but I don’t know where to shoot… whoa, uh-oh!

      We lurched into the air, then back down again almost hard enough to bounce us back up to the overhead..

      “Sorry,” Nyna said. “There was a big container headed straight for us. Had to get out of the way. I’ll see if I can keep everyone from bouncing around so that nobody gets hurt. I’ll strap you all in.”

      A second later, three flat, leathery tentacles reached out from our chairs. One ran across each shoulder down to a spot near our hips. The last ran across our waists. They were snug but didn’t hurt.

      “Shoot the breach behind us,” I said. “Widen it enough that we can escape into space before this whole place comes apart. Sooner would be better than later.”

      I wasn’t trying to be an asshole, but, well, it was urgent. Nyna tapped a few little plates, held another down for a second, and leaned back in her seat.

      “Everyone, hold on,” she warned. “I’m still new at this, and the only weapons this thing has are in the front. I’ll have to spin us around and shoot a whole bunch before we get to the opening.”

      “Skrew is no scary,” the vrak whispered. “Nyna makes the ships fly. Nyna is no to crash. Skrew is no such scary.”

      I wasn’t sure if Nyna had heard his comments or not, but I hoped she had. The vrak couldn't have paid her a better compliment.

      A moment later, I felt my body pressed to the floor again. I couldn't see outside; the Xeno had no need to install view ports. I had to use my perception and dead reckoning to guess what the ship might be doing. It was nerve-wracking, but Nyna was in control of the vessel. She could see everything, and it was likely that she could feel everything too. She’d interfaced with the vessel and had become one with it.

      We rotated for a moment, and the smooth ride suddenly became rough and bumpy. The wind was blowing at our backs, a direction the ship had not been designed to withstand for long. I imagined the tentacle-like legs being separated and whipped about as Nyna struggled to keep them together in an attempt to keep our wind profile low.

      Loud buzzing sounds announced that the weapons were firing, and I felt the ship slowly begin to accelerate. Nyna was facing away from me, so I couldn't see her face, but her head was bowed in concentration. She made little grunting noises as if the effort of keeping the ship straight was a physical strain on her, rather than only a mental one. Maybe it was. A moment later, there was a crash, and a crack formed near my feet.

      We pitched up, relative to gravity, then spun counter-clockwise. I braced myself against the bulkhead and overhead for support.

      “Skrew is not having the fun!” the vrak whined.

      The chaos continued for several seconds before the spinning, banking, braking, and accelerating ceased. The ship began a slow roll and seemed to straighten out.

      “We made it!” Nyna said. “Though it was a tight fit. Looks like we took a little damage. Don’t worry, though. I’ve got this.”

      She sat quietly for a few seconds, then announced, “Repair bugs on the way.

      “Damn, the hive is ugly. It looks like a handful of fried woodworms. Oh, shit, we got out just in time. I need to get us away from it so that we don’t get smashed. There are some big pieces coming off, and they blast away real fast, you know. And, I think I just saw the Queen go by. Did she have a really big ass? Like, ginormous?”

      “She did,” I said. “Ginormous and blubbery.”

      “Yup, then that was her. Ugly bitch. She looks kind of like a woodworm herself. Big nasty head and all.”

      A second later, little hatch-like armor plates on the overhead hinged open with a soft grinding sound. Then, a dozen of the little red bugs crawled out, formed a line, and traveled across the overhead, the bulkhead, then the deck and began repairing the crack.

      “See?” Nyna said with a deep yawn. “No problem. Damn, I’m tired.”

      “See?” Skrew said, crossing two pairs of arms as he beamed at Nyna. “Skrew knows. Skrew says Nyna can make the ship to do the fly and we don’t die. Is good, yes?”

      “It’s good, Skrew,” I said with a smile.

      Then, Beatrix moaned.

      “Here,” Nyna said as she removed her bag and held it out. “The healing rod is in here.”

      Reaper took the bag, fished the rod out of it, and got to work on Beatrix. She’d remained quiet since we’d brought her aboard the ship. Doing so had allowed us to focus on staying alive rather than focusing on trying to prevent her from feeling more pain than necessary. She’d done her part, and we owed her for being tough, even though her wound was horrible and would take a while to heal.

      “Nyna, can this ship land on Druma?” I asked. “Can it fly through atmosphere?”

      “Yeah,” she said and yawned again. “No problem. It can probably land anywhere, except maybe in a volcano, you know? I don’t think any ship could land in a volcano. Where do you want me to land?”

      “Take it to the Ish-Nul,” I said. “We need to let everyone there know what’s happened, and pick up Enra and Yaltu. Oh, and we should let them know Timo-Ran is now the mayor of Thaz’red.”

      “I can do that,” Nyna said, “but there’s something you should know, too. The ship has a lot of information. It knows a lot of stuff, and I can access all of it. I found some of your crew. Not everyone made it, but some did. They’ve been shipped off to other planets. Looks like they were traded for new males—Xeno males.”

      “Drones,” I said.

      “Right, drones. I know where the planets are. I know where the Xeno Queen sent your people. They aren’t too far away, either, especially for this ship. The lot of us, flying this thing, we can save your crew.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      As we made our way back to the planet’s surface in a Xeno ship, I found myself sitting in the chair next to Nyna. She’d talked me into donning a spidery interface. I didn’t like the look of the thing or the idea that it was going to read my mind and insert images into it, but Nyna assured me that it was painless and harmless now that the Queen was gone. I trusted her and placed the twitching, spidery device on my head. Its legs had shuffled around for several seconds, either inspecting my brain or getting comfortable. Then, I had felt it reach out and touch my mind. The effect was instantaneous and wonderful.

      I could see through the ship as if it wasn’t even there. I could also feel it. I felt its heartbeat in time with the thrumming of what I’d thought were its engines. It was a living thing, and it had bonded with the priestess. It trusted her and obeyed her.

      I turned my head and saw Druma coming into view. It was a green and blue planet, with small polar ice caps. Most of the world appeared to be covered in forests and jungles, though there were great seas separating several land-masses. It didn’t look at all like the dry, red surface of home, but it was beautiful in its own way, much like Earth.

      I could see inside the ship as well. Skrew had found a soft cushion-like membrane in a small room. He’d curled up on top of it and appeared to be sound asleep. I guessed it had been a place for the drones to rest during their long journeys between Queens.

      Beatrix was in another room inspecting her leg, which Reaver had healed. The look on her face told me the pain she felt was still a fresh memory, one that might take a while to forget or set aside. But she was tough, and I had no doubt she’d push through it.

      Reaver was in a second dark, chitin-lined room opposite Skrew. She was lying in another Xeno bed, fitfully trying to sleep. She appeared to be distressed. Maybe she needs to talk, I thought. I’ll go see her in a little while.

      I’d freed Druma from the Xeno and discovered a powerful weakness in the enemy. I’d learned they required controllers in order to perform nearly any action. It was a weakness I planned to exploit as often as possible.

      However, I’d also learned that the Xeno had spread far and wide. There were at least three other colonies, but it was likely that there were many more in the galaxy.We were in the I’d learned that as well. The Xeno kept detailed star maps, and though they didn’t name the planets they’d discovered, each was tagged. I could see that we were we were actually in the same galaxy as the Sol system—but too far way to send a message and expect it to arrive in anything resembling a useful time. 

      Some were tagged as being sources of nutrition, others as sources of slaves. The most interesting were the ones marked as dangerous. Whenever Nyna attempted to learn more about one of the dangerous planets, she said a sudden feeling of dread about the end of all life everywhere overcame her. I wasn't sure if it was how the Xeno kept Queens away from planets that were likely to lead to their deaths, or if the level of danger Nyna felt was universal to all species. Druma had been marked as a friendly planet. There were no other details I could draw from Nyna. The designation was vague.

      The Sol system had been discovered, but its two inhabited planets, Mars and Earth, held a special designation. I asked Nyna what she meant by special.

      “Well,” she said slowly and dreamily, “the designations are emotional. Fear says it's dangerous. Hunger says there’s food. But from Earth and Mars, I get a mix, like the designation is in conflict or it’s changing, you know? When I look at either, I get a feeling that something bad might happen, but I also get excited. I’m not sure how to describe it, but it’s powerful.”

      “Anticipation,” I concluded.

      Nyna nodded, and we each got lost in our thoughts for a moment.

      “It’s horrible what the Xeno did to those people in that room in the hive,” Nyna then said. “The Xeno put things inside of them. It made them change.” I felt her trepidation and sorrow through the organic network. “What if they did that to me?”

      “I wouldn’t let that happen to you,” I assured her.

      What I didn’t say was that if any of my shipmates or Marines were Void-touched and had also been infested, they might be more dangerous than an army of Xeno. I put the thought from my mind. I didn’t want Nyna to pick up on my concern. It wasn’t anything anyone needed to worry about at the moment.

      “The best thing we can do for Mars now is split the Xeno’s attention,” I continued. “By freeing planets and helping them equip themselves with defenses, I reduce the number of safe harbors they have. I’ll also increase their number of enemies, which should get more of the planets flagged as hostile. Unless they need a Queen for any new designations.”

      Nyna laughed. “Fat chance of that.”

      “Maybe not right away,” I said, “but I have a feeling most of the Xeno Queens communicate more often than we realize. I also have a feeling that the slaves were being used to build an army. I think the local Queen was here to provide reinforcements. The others will figure out she’s dead soon enough.

      “But to make that happen—to raise an interplanetary army of my own — I need as many of my crew members as I can rescue. I have a feeling there are more Void-touched people than just me, Reaver, and Beatrix. In fact, they might be fighting their own battles and raising their own armies. There may be other planets that are already freed. Or, just as likely, they’ve all ended up like the ones we found here.”

      Nyna didn’t say anything, but I thought I could sense a hint of sadness from her through the organic network.

      “Right now, I’m the only one who can do this. I have the power to put an end to the war and free the entire galaxy from the Xeno scourge. I’m the only one who can rescue my shipmates and fellow Marines, so it’s what I’ve decided to do.”

      We sat in silence for a while. I was looking forward to reuniting with Yaltu and Enra before we all headed to the next planet.

      With the Ish-Nul in charge of the two largest cities on Druma, they became the de facto leaders of the planet, rather than the Xeno. It was a decision I felt completely confident in. Their culture resembled that of Mars, my far-away home. They were wise, strong, and held no prejudice they couldn’t overcome.

      Skrew had a big part in that, I knew. He had proven to them that even the vrak weren’t all evil. I proved to them that they weren’t alone in the universe and that powerful enemies could be overcome. Enra would prove to the next planet that her people could be trusted as allies, especially in the fight against the Xeno. She wouldn’t contribute only that to our mission; she was also my friend.

      Yaltu would serve as a companion to all, a counselor of sorts, and her gentle kindness would remind us all to have patience with those we wouldn’t understand. She had a way with animals that I appreciated and respected.

      We’d head back to the Ish-Nul and pick them up before going to the next planet. Our team would be reunited.

      Suddenly, Nyna disappeared from the ship’s organic network. I willed my own bug-interface to release too. I wasn’t as in tune with the system, so it took a couple of tries before it let go. When I returned to reality, I found Nyna climbing into my lap.

      “I’m glad to be part of this team,” she said. “I love having a purpose—somewhere I can put my talents to work. But before we head back to Druma and take on even greater responsibilities—maybe you could do me? You know I have more talents than only the brainy and shooty-smashy ones…”

      Nyna leaned forward and started leaving little kisses on my neck from my shoulder blade to my ear. She was already breathing hard, and she moved her lips to the other side of my neck. 

      “We don’t have to land the ship yet, do we?” she asked.

      “No, we don’t,” I said. “We have time.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Want More Galactic Champion?

          

        

      

    

    
      Want more Galactic Champion novels? Please leave a review here to let me know you’d like more. You can also join my Facebook Reader Group and follow my Facebook Page. Or my email newsletter.

      

      Amazon is often slow to update readers on new releases, so the best way to get notified is by clicking this link and then clicking the Follow button.

      

      Have you read my necromancer story, Bone Lord? Check it out on Amazon.

      

      I look forward to sharing more stories with you!
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        * * *

      

      Do you like Gamelit & LitRPG stories? Check out the Gamelit Society Facebook Group for recommendations and fun!

      

      Do you like stories where the main character has more than one love interest? Check out the Harem Lit Facebook group.
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