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“Things are getting really bad over here!” 

The voice crept up in register as it reached the end of the sentence. A medical saw buzzed in the background and a loud banging and thumping sporadically drowned out everything else.

“Put pressure on it, and I’ll get there as soon as I can!” That voice was baritone.

My eyes flicked open. I hoped it wasn’t me they were talking about – or Roman.

Roman?

All at once, I remembered that our connection was lost. Now that the Empire had declared us mortal enemies, I’d probably never hear my bodyguard’s thoughts again. A horrible sick feeling filled my stomach.

I still had my implant. They couldn’t remove it without rendering me catatonic. Otherwise, they would have stripped me of that little gem in a second.

It wasn’t me they were talking about, thank God. It was a ruined man held down on a metal table. His leg was mostly severed and spurting blood. A wild-eyed woman held a cloth pad to the wound, applying pressure.

“I can’t stop the bleeding. He needs you, right now!” she yelled. 

She grabbed for more cloth pads, but her movements were uncontrolled. They spilled out over the table and were quickly soaked crimson.

“Keep pressure on it.” The baritone sounded distracted, but authoritative. 

I tried to turn my head to find him in the room, but my head wouldn’t move.  My last clear memory was of being dragged away from Roman with the Emperor’s sentence still ringing in my ears. Where was I? I couldn’t quite remember.

“He’s going to bleed out!” 

She wasn’t lying. The man looked half dead already, his thrashing had stopped and only one finger was still spasming. I tried to help, but my body was immobilized by something. 

“For the love of God, help him!” the woman said, her body rigid.

“I can’t!” the baritone snapped, “I have four others in critical condition. I have to follow triage protocol.”

Where was I? Why couldn’t I move? Was I dying, too? I tried to call out for help, but it came out as a faint moan.

What time is it? I asked my implant.

The time is 06:45 planetary time.

The woman was shoving soaked pads into a garbage receptacle. She rubbed her drawn face with the back of her forearm and then locked her eyes on mine.

“Another one’s waking up.”

“Reinforcements,” the doctor muttered. “How far along is she?”

“Just starting to wake up.”

“Press her button.”

She stripped a set of latex gloves off, pulled wisps of blonde hair off her forehead and then fiddled with something at my knee level. She left smears of blood behind her. She couldn’t have been proper medical personnel. They’re trained better than that. 

With the press of the button a female voice spoke with the calm of a recording. The message was eerie against the activity of the room.

“Welcome to the planet of Baldric, Planet 70010563 of the Syver System. We are so pleased to have you, colonist. You may be experiencing temporary short term memory loss. This is normal, and you should not worry. Your memory will return as you wake up.”

The bulkhead across from me crumpled inward with a boom. We must have been in the medical bay of a starship. 

“They’re at the doors!” the woman yelled – somewhat redundantly. “Where’s Captain Vincent?” 

“Busy. Hit all their buttons. We need them lively.”

“You may also be experiencing temporary muscle stiffness. This is also normal. Try not to panic. You are safe and in a controlled medical environment. Our colonists are important to us.”

“Oh my God, have you seen the monitor? They’ve got us surrounded!”

“What about Sergeant Cross and the security team outside our door?”

“Dead.”

“So’s this one. Take him. I’m moving on.”

“Forget them! We need to get out of here.”

“I’m a doctor, Charlene.”

“Your doctors are nearby and will soon aid you in your recovery from cryogenic sleep. Don’t worry, you are their top priority. Your muscle stiffness and fatigue will soon fade and you will begin to be able to move. Please remain calm and avoid stress or worry. You need time to transition slowly to your new home.”

“How long until we can get them out of those medical cocoons?” Charlene asked.

“Who knows. Some will be able to move sooner than others. You can’t rush the process. Damn.”

“Another one?” 

The doctor didn’t bother answering.

“As we have said, you are a valuable colonist. The planet Baldric is a challenging environment, but you will ease slowly into your new role here. You have been selected for the role of...” another voice, more harsh and bored than the first, cut into the recording “...Native Relations...” the voice cut back out and the canned script resumed. “Don’t worry, you will be fully briefed on your duties before you are asked to fulfill them. Now, let’s go over some basics.”

Bypass recording and download essential information, I ordered my implant. I was sick of the smug voice already.

Accessing system. Downloading...

I had a hidden computer in my brain that no one knew about.  It was convenient that it had access to all of my enemy’s computer systems, but not surprising. My enemy was the Empire where I once was considered royalty. 

I didn’t remember anything of my journey here – yet – but I did remember one thing. I didn’t want to be a Matsumoto anymore. I would no longer fight for their approval. From this moment on, I was an implacable enemy of the Empire of Blackwatch. They just didn’t know it yet.

With a ear-splitting screech the bulkhead tore right across, a green fungus bubbled through the gash.

“We can’t stay here! Look at the monitor. There are thousands of them! They’ll tear us to pieces!” Charlene yelled.

At least she worked while she panicked. She flew from one corpse - or almost corpse - to another, following prompts from their med patches.

“Calm down. Don’t do anything rash! We have to wait for these other colonists to wake up. We need the reinforcements.”

“Where’s Captain Vincent?”

“He’s coming. Now, shut up.” The doctor sounded like he wouldn’t mind a hull breach if it would get rid of Charlene. 

My finger begin to twitch, finally responding to my wishes. Soon I’d be able to move again.
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Chapter Two
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Download complete, my implant chirped.

Priority information? 

Arrival at Planet 70010563 occurred at 5:47, local planetary time. The ship is disabled and crashed at the current location. Current location is 90 km south of colony outpost. Crew survival percentage 95%. Current surviving crew is 35. Captain Vincent remains alive.

The crashing outside the room grew louder.  I struggled to free my hands. What would I do if I was still inside this pod when the door finally opened?

“There. He’s stable. Put him on an e-stretcher.”

“Why not in a pod?”

“Who do you expect will be carrying a 1000 kilo pod?”

You are a Native Relations Facilitator. Your role includes interfacing with local society...

It looked like that might happen soon. Two more huge crashes left dents in the wall.

...gathering intelligence on Native weaponry and technology...

A blast rocked the room, and I watched a hatch crumple in a scream of twisting metal. They had access to something deadly. It didn’t take much intelligence to see that. 

...and facilitation of peaceful relations between the human colonists and the Native inhabitants.

Nice. So I had already failed at my brand new job and I wasn’t even out of my cryopod.

Interface with cryosleep pod and activate any stimulant injection available, I ordered.

Stimulant injection this soon after reactivation is against protocol.

Override protocols.

Override successful.

A needle injected something in my upper arm. My heart began to race.

The crumpled door in my view burst open with a hellish scream. Humans in black marine skinsuits with insignia blazoned on their chests poured into the room, weapons at the ready. 

“Doc, we’ve got two more for you,” a marine said.

“Charlene, run the triage unit over them and I’ll get to them as soon as I can,” the doctor said. “Where’s Captain Vincent?”

“Right behind us.”

Planetary environment?  I queried.

Planet 70010563 atmosphere is primarily an oxygen- nitrogen mix. The oxygen content is higher than Earth normal. Humans breathing Baldric atmosphere risk oxygen toxicity if exposed for prolonged periods. Plant life is edible, but contains heavy metals and lacks appropriate amino acids. Studies continue on the effects of ingesting large quantities. Colonists are advised to remain on e-rations until the studies are complete.

So, priorities: Survive. Pack e-rats. Pack some sort of breathing filter or I’ll die a slow death of oxygen toxicity. 

For now, let’s start with survive. I surged forward, willing my body to move. With great difficulty, my muscles responded. I released the straps holding me to the pod, but I couldn’t find the catch to open the door. Where was a girl’s bodyguard when she needed him?

Ian McIsaac has been assigned as your bodyguard going forward.

I froze for a moment. I forgot Nigel had done that. It was needlessly cruel since he intended that I would die here – again! (this is getting old, by the way) – so why did I need a bodyguard? Or was he teaching poor Ian a lesson the way he’d tried to teach Roman Aldrin one? I suspected that Ian wouldn’t take it as well as Roman did. After Capricornia, he had every reason to hate me. Hopefully, they hadn’t given him an implant. That would complicate things.

The door to my pod opened and a marine pulled me out by my skinsuit.

“Going somewhere?” he asked, his voice obscured by a partial mask. A breathing apparatus, perhaps? All the marines had one, making them hard to distinguish. 

I didn’t answer. I was a prisoner, not a colonist, whatever fiction the chipper voice in that recording played at. I would only be going where I was allowed to go, and in this mayhem I had no idea what that might mean. 

“Keep an eye on her. The Captain’s ETA is two minutes,” another marine said. He had a set of raised, black stripes on his sleeve. It marked him as an enlisted officer.

The first marine shifted his grip to my bicep, completely enclosing my tiny arm in his big hand. I didn’t object, choosing to get a look at my surroundings.

We were in a large medical bay, lined with cryogenic pods, about sixty in total. 

A cryogenic facility, not an emergency one, I figured. Each pod along the row was lighted and inside were sleepy faces, some with eyes closed and some with them open to a small slit. I felt my own eyes trying to close, but I forced them open. Between my will and the stimulant, I managed to stay upright and awake, but the lethargy was still strong. The process must be lengthy, but they were rushing it with us. 

From the open, marine-lined door, the sounds of nettle guns and screams continued. Great. It was going to be another one of those planets. 

The original doctor worked on the marines who were brought in by their fellows. He had a washed-out look like he was more of a memory than a person, and he grimaced and frowned like he was experiencing internal conflict.He had neither the tools, nor the staff, that a proper emergency medical bay should have. Did they locate him here to guard the cryo-sleepers? 

I figured Charlene was the woman staring at the viewscreen beside the doctor. Everything about her spoke of surface and sparkle. People who make themselves look cheap, usually are cheap. I dismissed her internally.

The marines inside the safety of the medical bay were filling rucksacks with emergency rations (or e-rats) and evenly dispersing the other gear. I noticed a contraption I felt sure was a water filter, along with basic tools, communication devices, firestarters, survival equipment and the other usual suspects in a long-term survival situation. 

My stomach flipped. I was not used to physical scarcity or having to survive in the wilds. Without Roman, I had no physical ability that could keep me alive if things got difficult. Thanks, Matsumotos. You bred me for a life of luxury and then threw me into the Amazon River. Beautifully done.

I was wearing a skinsuit like the marines, except it was grey with a barcode stenciled in white paint on the front of it. At least skinsuits were practical. This one fitted well and moved easily. The durable fabric required little to keep it clean. Fittings worked into the fabric allowed for starship exo-gear hookups and loops for a techbelt or tool belt. The marines’ belts bore a variety of tools and weapons. Unfortunately I hadn’t been granted a similar arsenal.

Everyone turned when a heavyset man entered in marine blacks. He stripped off the breathing mask, and donned a fleet cap with captain’s insignia on it. Captain Vincent. 

“Report,” he said.

“Sergeant Spencer reporting,” a marine said, stripping off his mask to reveal a handsome, but tough face. “Major Reynolds is two minutes out. He says he has combed decks 1-20 looking for survivors and gathered up any who were found. He is currently engaged in a shooting battle to join up with us on the lower decks.”

“Any cryo-sleepers awake?”

“Just one,” he said, gesturing at me, “but we’ve started the Wake Protocol for all. We are currently packing supplies for the pris...colonists to carry with them.”

“E-rats?”

The sergeant nodded. “As many as we could find.”

“Good.” The Captain looked at me for a long moment, barely containing the contempt in his eyes and then turned to the doctor.“How many patients need to be transported, Dr. Daniels?”

“Transported to where?”

“The colony, of course.”

The doctor looked up for the first time, his eyebrows climbing. “Ninety kilometers?”

“Yes.”

“I don’t know. None of our casualties are walking. We’d need a stretcher squad. On top of that, at least half of those I’ve saved will never be able to make that journey. They can’t leave the ship’s medical support.”

The captain frowned. He spun around and seized me by the front of my suit, just like the guard had. 

“Why did we crash? What was that thing that shot us down?”

“I don’t know what you mean,” I said, with deliberate slowness, trying to keep him calm. “I’ve been in cryo-sleep.”

He shook me, which wasn’t hard. I’ll be a petite woman when I’m fully grown and I’m only sixteen now. “Willowy” would be a generous way to describe my figure.

“We all know who you are. You’re the only one on the ship anyone would want to kill. Who shot us down? Why did we crash here? Did they stir up the alien population? Tell me.”

“I don’t know,” I repeated.The man must be close to a mental breakdown if he thought I could possibly answer these questions. I didn’t even remember being put in the cryopod. I was trembling in his grip, and I tried to take deep breaths. Fear was not the answer right now. 

“What was that thing that shot us down?” he asked again, shoving his face right in front of mine.

“You tell me,” I said. “You’re the Captain, and you were there to see it.”

I earned myself a full armed slap for stating the obvious. 

“Captain?” A voice said, curiosity and wariness in equal parts.

The captain turned to the voice, and I risked a glance. Its owner was broad shouldered and huge. Judging by the textured insignia on his skinsuit, this must be the Major. His breathing apparatus hung loose from a loop on the skinsuit and his hard-lined face came from an Old-Earth South American strain.

“Reynolds. Thank God. I was just trying to get some intelligence out of our prisoner.”

“Colonist,” Reynolds corrected, his face and eyes unreadable.

“Whatever,” the Captain said, shaking his head and then turning to the man just behind Reynolds. “Lieutenant Chavers, I’m glad to see you are ok.”

Chavers saluted. “The marines are showing me the ropes. I never expected to fight planetside, sir.”

“None of us did,” Captain Vincent said, his mouth twisting with the sour words. “Please assist the other...colonists in their waking. We need to leave this wreck of a hull. Any objections, Reynolds?” 

“None, Captain Vincent. The sooner we move the better.”

“Most of them are still sleeping,” Lieutenant Chavers said.

“Give them a shot of stim,” Captain Vincent said.

“Not recommended,” Dr. Daniels said from the far side of the room. 

I surreptitiously rubbed my aching cheek. There would be a bruise and I’d be lucky if it didn’t swell, but at least Captain Vincent had forgotten me in the business of sorting out his ruined ship. He was insane to think that I would have any information for him, but some Blackwatch citizens persist in seeing the Matsumotos as demi-gods. Maybe that was what was going on here. Or maybe we did something to him or his family in the past. After getting to know Roman, I would never again discount that possibility.

I stood up with great care, hoping not to incite anyone to stomp me back down.

“Forget recommendations,” Captain Vincent said. He must be very rattled. Fleet officers were joked about for their need to follow regulations by the letter.

“You’ll lose half of them if you do,” Daniels said, as he sewed a man’s arm back together with an e-suture machine. The technology did most of the work, but it still required a skilled operator to do it well. His fingers moved rapidly as he spoke, and his tone had a far-away quality.

“How much time do we have before we need to get out of here, Major Reynolds?” Captain Vincent asked.

Reynolds spoke quietly into a headpiece, waited a moment and then answered.

“We’ve routed the main force for now, but we think this was an opportunistic raid. If we give them time, they will amass greater numbers and then we’ll be trapped in the bottom decks of the ship. We need to leave as soon as we can, and head straight for the colony. If we keep moving they won’t have time to call reinforcements.”

“My engineer is dead and the ship isn’t responding to Bridge control. I can’t launch her back into space. I’m afraid we’re stuck on the planet.” 

“If you’d seen her from the outside you’d already know that, sir.” Reynolds shifted on his feet. “I’d be happier if we were already gone. One hour might be too long. My men are ready to cover a running retreat.”

“Use the stims,” Captain Vincent ordered, rubbing his chin. “Start putting any who can live without ship support onto e-stretchers, Daniels.”

Daniels muttered something that might have been acknowledgement, but I thought it probably wasn’t. He knew, the same as I did, that the Captain would abandon anyone too injured to come with us. I tried to breathe quietly. Something told me that I wouldn’t want any more attention from Captain Vincent. He already had it out for me, and I had yet to do something stupid.

The stims were administered and the pods opened. The marine beside me shoved my arms through a rucksack more than half as heavy as me, tightening the straps at my waist and chest and then roughly strapped the breathing apparatus around my face, cinched the straps, and yanked my skinsuit’s hood over my head. 

“Thank you,” I said through the filter.

“Get your butt to the front of the line.”

“Line?”

He pointed to an actual line painted in red just inside the door. I shrugged and stood on it. Gee. Who would have thought I’d get a front row seat to the marathon of death. Exactly how far could a group engage in a running battle with aliens? On their home turf? With wounded and huge supply packs to burden us? My guess was: not far. My legs, already weak from cryosleep, were close to buckling under the weight of the pack. Well, at least I’d get to see Baldric. Ecotourism at its finest.

I could hear other cryo-sleepers being fitted with equipment and lined up behind me. I turned to look, but a barked order of “eyes forward” was clearly directed at me. I went ahead and obeyed...for now. I felt like something was off...like I was waiting for someone.

Roman. I miss you, I thought. Imagine how perfect you would have been in this environment.  I felt a strange – well, almost an echo I guess – after I thought that. I’d never felt that in my implant before. Maybe it didn’t like me speaking to people it couldn’t connect to, even if I wasn’t trying to connect at the time. 

I didn’t try to stop the waves of sadness that washed over me at the mental image of him. If I was going to die, I wanted to die missing Roman. When you only have one friend in the universe you don’t want to forget him.

“All formed up and ready to go, Captain,” Lieutenant Chavers reported.

“Vera,” someone behind me hissed.

I risked a look. It was Ian McIsaac. The pieces clicked into place. He was the one I’d been subconsciously waiting for. He was his usual self, looking at home and comfortable in a military-style skinsuit like he did this every day.

“I’ve got your back,” he said, but the glint in his eye gave it a different meaning. 

Yep. Called that right. He wanted vengeance. There’s nothing like disappointed hopes to sour a man. Or his father’s murder, I supposed. Or being sentenced to a prison planet for no reason... 

Well, his reasons were valid enough, which didn’t make his hatred any less bitter of a taste on my tongue.

“Take them to the front. Put one marine ahead to guide them, but I want them to shield the rest of our ranks. We don’t want to lose anyone important, and it might get rough out there,” Captain Vincent said to Major Reynolds.

“Might?” the Major muttered under his breath, but I don’t think the Captain heard him. “Just wait till you see how bad it’s already been.
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Chapter Three
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Great. “Human Shield” wasn’t what I’d have bet on if asked to guess how I’d die.  My knees shook like willow saplings in a breeze. 

A marine with ‘CONRAD’ emblazoned on his skinsuit studied us from his place at the head of the column. His expression turned to disbelief when he saw me. 

“What did they have you slated for on this planet, colonist?” he asked.

“Native Relations,” I said, keeping my face straight.

We shared a look.

“Well, then I guess it’s time to do your job,” he said wryly.

“Do we get weapons?” asked Ian, from behind me. I could hear the squeak of his shoes on the slick floor as he shuffled in place.

Conrad’s laugh was as old as the ages.

“Move ‘em out, Corporal,” said Major Reynolds, from behind us.

I missed having a bodyguard. I wish they’d packed my implant full of the violent goodness they must fill theirs with. Of course, I’d never asked what I might have available. Maybe I should.

Is there any sort of military or engagement software available? I queried my implant.

Tactical Interface Loading ...

Interesting. I wondered what this little goody contained.  It was yet another thing in my head that I knew absolutely nothing about. Roman would probably have something snide to say about that.

Corporal Conrad led us in a jog through the medical bay door into a wide ship’s corridor. The floor angled slightly, likely due to crashing on uneven terrain and marines lined the halls in ready positions with weapons drawn. Apparently, we would be their vanguard. Nice. What an honor. The tang of blood swirled in my nose and splashes of it pooled under the marine’s feet and stained the bulkheads. A shiver rippled through me.

“What did they attack you guys with?” Ian asked, his voice sounding strangled.

“This is mostly from the crash. Some from projectiles they hurled at us when we routed them.”

Native Relations must be a hazard pay post. 

The hatch neared, and the four-marine team guarding it greeted Conrad. They bristled with weapons and adrenaline.

“Secure, Corporal. Proceed,” a husky woman with Sergeant stripes said.

My Tactical Interface software booted, throwing up a transparent image over my vision. At least my implant was pulling its weight. In the top right corner a tiny map appeared, showing our location and that of the colony, with some landscape drawn out in elevation lines if I focused on it. A green inverted caret hovered over Corporal Conrad’s head. I assumed that meant he was friendly – or at least not an overt enemy. 

On the left of my vision, a scrolling line showed marine communications. Somehow my system was linked with theirs, so I could see their sub-vocal communications. Flashy features notwithstanding, I didn’t have the expertise to follow it and run at the same time. 

I chose to run. Conrad’s brisk jog had turned to a run as we exited the crash. I followed in his shadow. I risked a look behind me at the ship.

We emerged from what had been the lower half of the splintered ship. She was sheered across in a ragged line. The upper half wasn’t visible from my vantage point, but only something horrible could have severed it. The top of the lower half was charred and some flames still licked at flammable scraps. It had skidded across the floor of Baldric, digging a deep channel into dense foliage. Piles of uprooted trees, boulders, and other debris flanked the rut and formed a bank under the forward edge of the ship. 

My Tactical Interface threw up a red outline around the ship and the text, “Colony Ship ‘El Dorado’. Status: Destroyed, Threat level:0”

I stumbled over my feet. Ian didn’t bother to bite back his curse at my carelessness. If that was my implant’s little joke, then I was sorry to miss Roman’s acerbic humor – it was downright sunny in comparison. 

I wanted to curse, myself, but then I saw ... them.

The foliage on Baldric differed from what I was used to in nitrogen-rich environments. The chemical makeup of the soil and atmosphere produced color variations that were rare in planets that could support human life. There was little, if any, green. 

Around us, dense trees and long grasses grew like an ancient oak forest, but the leaves were dark purple and the grasses were striped in black and white. Smooth white tree trunks, with large spreading branches almost enclosed the ground beneath. The white sun was filtered into a somewhat purple glow by the leaves, giving the landscape an ethereal resonance like a fairytale fantasy. 

The colors preoccupied my mind so that at first all I knew was that something was wrong. Conrad ran close to a bright-yellow fungus that towered four meters from the ground. I almost ran into it, swerving at the last moment. My mind replayed the details, as if to scream at me that I should have noticed something very important.

At the fungus’ base, splayed in a rictus of pain, was a dead man in a Fleet uniform, brandishing a nettlegun in one hand. My mind replayed the image again, as I ran, harassing me with the details, until I finally realized that the man hadn’t slumped in death at the base of the fungi – the fungi had grown through him. Two huge strands of it shot up right through his eyes as if they had been trapped inside him and were reaching for the light.

How long did it take for a fungus to grow four meters tall? Had one really grown through that poor man? He couldn’t possibly be from our ship. Nothing living could grow that quickly.

I fought to control my thoughts. Fear warred with horror, either one a ruthless master. The image of the dead man, violated by an alien fungus etched itself so firmly in my mind that it blocked out everything else. I looked ahead, and I saw him, at my feet, and there he was. I couldn’t close my eyes, but I knew that if I did I would see the grisly details perfectly on my red lids.

Conrad’s pace was grueling, but measured. I had a worried intuition that he ran like this for PT every day. I threw myself into it, hoping that exhaustion would eat up the energy I directed towards my imagination. Fear lent me energy. A chill began in my belly, reaching up to freeze me to the crown of my head. What had been done to that poor man back there?

There was another one over there. I saw it through the undergrowth. Surely not... No, there was one over to my left, too! How many? I could pick them out now that I knew what to look for. Fourteen in my line of sight and who knew how many more in this dense forest? I wanted to throw up. 

Roman!  I screamed in my own head, Roman, where are you? I need you so much!

The strange resonance occurred again. Wishful thinking, certainly. I hoped he could still hear me even if he couldn’t answer.

If you can hear me, Roman. I love you.

It was silly to project thoughts to someone who would never receive them. Silly to ache with worry for him when I had my own shadows closing in. Nigel said he was going to the marines, but what if he had lied about that, too? Not a shred of confidence remained in me where the Matsumoto Dynasty was concerned.

I ran on, gasping for breath. Running hadn’t been a daily activity for me, even before I’d been put in a simulated sleep. Twice, Ian trod on the back of my foot. I didn’t think the second time was deliberate. I just wasn’t keeping very good time. 

We stumbled our way through tangled trees and vines in a path that was angled towards the colony site on my mini map. I saw two more fungus towers close to where I was running. They both grew out of hideous corpses. After that, I stopped looking at the totems of the dead. 

Behind me, the other colonists formed an arrow, and behind them were the surviving marines and ship’s crew, like a comet’s tail winding through the forest. I could see them clearly on the map of my Tactical Interface. The trees here were so tall they would have dwarfed multi-story dwellings on a more civilized world. It made judging our location by our surroundings nearly impossible. Without the Interface, I would already be lost. 

My legs were growing stiff, and my lungs burned from exertion. Was there anyone left to run from? Maybe the Major’s men had scared them all off. I hadn’t seen any sign of an enemy, except for the corpses.

I heard a scream from behind me and to the left. I froze, and turned toward it, in time to see another colonist fall. She screamed, writhing on the ground, choking and retching. Her face turned to the sky and out of her open mouth a yellow stalk shot out, faster than a speeding grav-car, and blossomed into three curling nodules four meters from the ground. 

I turned to the side and retched. After so long in cryosleep nothing came up, but I couldn’t stop retching.

I wouldn’t have been able to move if Ian hadn’t slammed into me, yelling, “Move it, or you’ll wish you were her!” 

I stumbled, but kept my feet under me, fueled now by terror and rising panic. I ran so quickly that I found my place in line again behind Corporal Conrad. The way he ran screamed efficiency and capability. I tried to focus on that. I needed something to distract me. Efficiency. Capability. 

Ian probably saved my life back there. It was probably the last thing he would want to do if he thought about it.

There were no other screams at first, but a moment later I heard the distinctive ziiiiz, ziiiiz sound of nettlegun fire and then the screams began again. I couldn’t tell where the firing was coming from or who was screaming, but Corporal Conrad didn’t turn around or slack his pace, and this time I followed his lead, running with my eyes ahead.

Did the enemy have nettleguns? They were an advanced technology most favored by Blackwatch Military. Most other military groups preferred flechette guns. Where would a bunch of backwater natives have gotten nettleguns? And who had attacked the woman I saw die? Was it a spontaneously growing plant?

Conrad stopped so suddenly that I almost collided with him. My feet skidded on the soft leaves, and I reached out, grabbing Ian to maintain my balance.

“Get off me!” Ian said, swatting at my hands as I dropped the hold I had on him. It had been enough to stop me in time. What caused the sudden stop?

The ground below us dropped from tangled forest to cliff face without warning. I gasped at the deep drop below, skittering backwards to gain distance from it. Beside me, someone ran up from behind and didn’t stop in time. I felt the wind whistle beside me as he toppled over the edge, and the sound of his scream dwindled until it became nothing. My chest constricted and I gasped.

“What the...” Ian said from behind me. 

Corporal Conrad fixed his gaze on Ian. “Run back to the Major for orders. Tell him-”

An inky black arm reached up over the lip of the cliff and wrapped itself around his waist. He was cut off midsentence and dragged over the edge, his scream bubbled up and then it abruptly ceased. 

My eyes widened, but I didn’t freeze up.

“Run!” I yelled, heading left along the cliff face. 

My map interface flashed yellow to tell me it was the wrong way, but I didn’t care. Left got me away from Conrad ... and whatever had pulled him over the cliff.

Running along the edge of the cliff wasn’t easy. The edge was not uniform, and it crumbled and gave way if I stepped too close to the edge. Worse, who knew what waited just below, hoping to pull us over the side? We skidded and slid along the tree line, grasping saplings and striped grasses for purchase as we skittered to safety, or at least to something safer than that. 

I don’t know how long I ran, or who followed me, but eventually I thought to query my implant.

Time?

9:00 local planetary time

Eventually the cliff gave way to a steep, rocky hillside, and I slid and tumbled my way down to the ground below. In the ravine was a creek, and in the center of the creek was a bare rock island. It looked like a good place to wait for further instructions, and I didn’t see any natives there – not that I knew what they looked like. So far they had been elusive. I gained the center of the rock and spun around to see how close the rest were.

Behind me were twenty other “colonists” and four armed marines. They crowded on the rock with me. We waited for the rest. Minutes slipped by as everyone gasped and gathered their breath. A pack was opened. Water was found and passed around.

“I wonder if we can drink this creek water?” someone said.

“Only if you filter it first,” a marine answered absently.

I looked at their chests. One had stripes and the name “Maxwell” on it. The other four were Mutambi, Fergus, and Morin. A fireteam? They seemed like it. They moved in sync together without speaking – at least out loud. A lot of marines had sub-vocal microphones, and they learned to subvocalize all their communications.

We waited long minutes before someone spoke. 

“Where are they?”

I looked at my Tactical Interface. The people on the rock were all marked by green inverted carets over their heads. On my map there was a green inverted caret over our group and another one, heading in the opposite direction. They must have turned right on the cliff where we turned left. By now, we were far apart and soon it would be even further.

Ian was close to Corporal Maxwell, and he was edging closer by the moment. “Where’s everyone else?”

“Calm down, colonist,” Maxwell said. His eyes had the unfocused look of someone listening intently.

“Where are they?” Ian asked, louder this time, and looming over the shorter Corporal. 

Two other colonists were standing at either of his shoulders, following his lead. I studied them closely. They seemed like criminals, rather than political prisoners. There was something hardened about their faces. They glanced at each other like they were no strangers.

The Corporal narrowed his eyes, and I saw his gun barrel twitch upwards. Was he deciding whether to answer or shoot? I edged away from the line of fire.

The Corporal made up his mind. “Our communications are down. I don’t know where Command is. SOP is to proceed to the rendezvous point. We’ll do that.”

I looked around at the trees and cliffs surrounding our tiny island. There were two dozen of us, with no back up and only four weapons. Things were about to get interesting. I didn’t have time to think about what that might mean because I was too busy trying not to throw up.
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Chapter Four
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“This way,” Corporal Maxwell said, pointing up the creek in the direction that the other group was heading. 

According to my map, it was the fastest route, but it would leave us pinned between the cliffs and vulnerable to attack. Matsumotos weren’t allowed to fight, but that didn’t mean we didn’t study tactics and strategy at school. You can’t lead an Empire if you aren’t sure what your armies are doing.

“We’ll be vulnerable in the canyon,” I said, my eyes looking away from the Corporal and my tone diffident. I didn’t want a power struggle.

He ignored me and started giving orders to the squad. Mutambi was to take point, and Fergus the rear. Morin was to keep an eye on us to make sure no colonists got ‘lost.’ I thought maybe he meant ‘make sure no prisoners escape.’ Why would anyone want to run into a jungle filled with a mysterious enemy that fertilized massive fungi in corpses?

“Who does she think she is?” I heard a stage whisper behind me.

I glance back. It was one of the toughs.

Identify

Francis Ch’ng. Sentenced to lifetime as a colonist. Charge: Trade in living persons, Trade in restricted biotech, First Degree Murder

So he wasn’t exactly Raggedy Andy. With biotech listed on his rap sheet I’d have to be careful. I couldn’t afford to let anyone know about the illegal tech that I housed in my pretty little head, and someone familiar with it would see the signs if I wasn’t careful.

“She thinks she’s a Matsumoto,” Ian said, and when I glanced at him his jaw was set in a hard line. “She thinks she can toy with people and manipulate them into doing what she wants before destroying their lives.”

Ch’ng grunted in satisfaction.

“She really is a Matsumoto,” his buddy said, with a faraway look in his eyes. 

Great. He was thinking about how he could use me to his advantage. Better men had tried. Take Ian’s father, for instance.

Identify

Malcolm Sentry. Sentenced to lifetime as a colonist. Charge: Fourteen counts of murder in the First Degree.

Yikes. Ian was making some swell friends. I’d be terrified right now, but I already passed ‘terrified’ an hour ago and was still accelerating.

“I have a score to settle with her,” Ian said, his eyes granite.

I guess he was thinking of his father and his own unjust imprisonment, not the stolen kisses and offers he’d made me.

“Never liked Matsumotos much,” Ch’ng said, with a shrug.

“Move out!” Corporal Maxwell called, and I felt a sense of relief to be moving again. We followed in no particular order, having been assigned none, but somehow I was close to the front of the pack again. I didn’t like that. It’s hard to watch your back when all your enemies are behind you. 

We started out at a steady jog. Mutambi was in the lead, his gun ready, scanning the undergrowth intently. The colors of the foliage were so high contrast that I thought it would be possible to hide rather easily. The striped grass and dark leaves were playing merry hell with my ability to scan and identify shapes, and that was even with a helpful filter from my Tactical Interface. 

It was going to be a beautiful planet to die on. Some of the trees along the creek were in flower, and the delicate blossoms were like something one of my ancestors would have written poetry about. They would have loved it here. The black, white and purple plant life would have looked great painted in minimalist styles. 

I realized as I ran that I was less tired than I ought to be.

Planetary gravity? I queried

87% Earth Standard

Well, that was a small boon. We had to carry everything we were going to eat on our backs, so at least we could count on it not weighing as much while we slogged through the forest – and on taking longer steps, since our muscles gave us a better boost in the lower gravity.

A red inverted caret flickered in the jungle to my left. I tried to focus on it, but it faded. A few minutes later another one flicked up to the right and then vanished. The computer thought enemies lurked in the trees. Was the forest tricking its optics, or were they only invisible to me?

I felt that weird echo in my implant again. Maybe the blasted thing was getting buggy. That would be terrible. It’s pretty hard to get secret technology serviced in the middle of nowhere and having a malfunctioning computer inside your brain would be a penance all its own.

There was another red inverted caret that disappeared as soon as it appeared. Then we scrambled up a rocky rise in the creek bed and the thick trees pushed aside to a wide clearing. On either side, the pale yellow cliffs still rose one hundred meters tall, but the canyon floor was wide, and the creek split off into a dozen rivulets and slowed down. The stripy grass grew thick and bore delicate purple flowers. 

Even running for my life, it took my breath away.

Suddenly, a red inverted caret bloomed, but this time it didn’t go out. A second popped up on the other side of us, and then my view was filled with red inverted carets. I still couldn’t make out the Natives, but we were surrounded.

“Contact!” Mutambi shouted.

“Contact!” Fergus echoed from the rear.

Maxwell’s head whipped back and forth like a flag in a strong wind.

I peered at the trees. They were more of those giant near-oaks we’d been seeing all along, rooted in the slow flowing creek we splashed through. We froze, dead center in at least twenty meters of clearing on every side, and a thick ring of trees surrounding that. The ground under our feet consisted of water, sharp, yellow gravel, and more of the stripy grass. There was no cover. How long would it take a native to clear twenty meters? I didn’t even know if they were humanoid.

Intelligence on Local Natives?

See Database 11B on Baldric or New Greenland

Well, that was helpful. 

“I don’t see anything,” Ch’ng said from behind me.

“Watch the shadows,” Morin muttered.  

The barrel of his nettlegun was tracing the outlines of rocks and trees like he was trying to paint a virtual picture.

“Anything more?” Maxwell asked. A tac viewer was flipped over one of his eyes making him look half-man and half-frog.

“Nothing,” Fergus said.

We waited, holding our breath – or at least our tongues. Some of us were still panting from the exertion, despite the lower gravity.

The echo rang in my mind again.

Roman? Is that you? I asked, and then a little more forlornly I added, I miss you.

For a moment, as we all sucked in air, I had enough time to imagine him here, watching my back, glaring at Ian and making snide remarks in my head. I would have given a limb for that voice right now.

He’d say something like, Pretty boy isn’t looking quite as pretty now in that pale shade of green. And I’d feel like things couldn’t be as bad as they were if he was making cruel observations

“Well,” Morin let out a breath, “that’s a relie-”

A shadow...split... somehow from the stripy grass at his feet into a ten-foot-high form. Dark and undefined, it...flickered....and then settled into a mirror image of Morin, spat in his face and disintegrated. Morin let out a scream. His finger depressed the nettlegun trigger, as his body writhed in agony, scream after scream ripping from his open mouth. It sounded like he was shredding his lungs. I dove to the gravel, my face half submerged in the water. Were there more shadows nearby?

There were more screams as the nettles from Morin’s gun rippled into other colonists, and then the fire stopped and I risked a look. Morin’s eyes still flickered with life as a yellow shoot poured out of his mouth, climbing for the sky. Then, they rolled back and were displaced by two more shoots racing for the cloud line. 

I screamed. I don’t usually, but these were special circumstances.

Beside me, Ian was down with a nettle in the leg. It didn’t look serious, but I moved to help. He batted me off, his gorgeous face alive in a sneer. 

“Get off me. I don’t want Matsumoto anywhere near me.”

I obliged with a pang of regret. If nothing else, I had thought we were friends before the Emperor sentenced us. I’d been a confidant, and even a potential lover to him before. Now he couldn’t even look at me without pain and anger blossoming in his eyes.

The mental echo rang forcefully in my head, blocking out other thoughts. I scanned our group. Maxwell stood beside the pillar that used to be Morin. He was passing orders to the rest of his squad. They showed no injuries. Another colonist was dead with a face full of nettles. He seemed to have caught the worst of it. There was one other minor injury, like Ian’s. Other colonists bent over Ian and the other man with medic kits out. 

I scanned the woods. Now that I knew what to look for, I saw shadows splitting off from their sources and then merging back. When they split the Tactical Interface assigned them a red inverted caret until they merged back. I had so many inverted carets popping off in my view that I basically had my own fireworks show going on.

“Matsumoto!” Maxwell said, looking at me. I suspected he’d selected me because he knew my name. “Get that fallen tree and drag it here. I’ll cover you.”

I felt like there was a tennis ball in my throat. A fallen tree, weathered and branchless, lay about four meters from the forest edge. A large shadow loomed behind it. Which made me wonder... why were the shadows still so long?

Local planetary time? I queried.

12:16 local planetary time.

What? How many hours are there in a Baldric day?

There are 43 hours in a Baldric day.

Thanks for mentioning that. I snapped at the AI.

Typical computer garbage. Always leaving out the most relevant information. Too bad my sarcasm wouldn’t even dent its artificial self-esteem. So that explained why we’d been running for hours and it still looked like mid-morning.

I’d been thinking all that to distract myself as I edged towards the log, but once I was there I couldn’t ignore the shadow anymore. I reached slowly towards it.

“Today, Matsumoto!” Maxwell called.

Little did he know, I still had 31 hours in this day. Or maybe he did know. The marines had been pretty cagey so far with intel. 

I grabbed the log, my heart racing, and scrambled back across the gravel, towing it behind me. It was heavy, and I was bent double and skidding on the loose gravel as my feet fought to bring the larger muscle groups of my legs to bear. I dropped it at Maxwell’s feet and saw that other debris was being piled around us.

“What is this?” I asked.

“Ad hoc fort.”

Wow. It was a really terrible one.

“Inside, colonist.”

It took all of one step to get inside. We huddled low in a “fort” ten inches high made of random rubble. The three marines stood above us with their nettleguns, prepared to make a last stand. 

The history of Last Stands is a long and varied one. I wrote a paper on it once. From Old Earth’s General Custer, to Blackwatch’s own Admiral Wiebe, there have been a lot of famously bad last stands. A Last Stand is always bad, because it’s your last, but for some reason, when faced with difficult odds there are a lot of people who just flip the card table over as if it’s not even worth seeing how the cards play out. This move by Corporal Maxwell, was an epic card table flip. 

We were going to die badly this morning. A perfectionist by nature, this bothered me more than my impending death did. All this time associating with Roman and the criminal elements we’d battled together had given me a shred of tactical dignity I was unhappy to relinquish.

The marines checked their nettleguns, reloading as needed. They adjusted sights or tac scanners, also as needed. Those of us in the pile sweated and breathed too heavily.

Around us, a humming began. Softly at first. Then louder. 

My research into Native culture so far had revealed two things that they had in common with us: they liked killing, and they loved famous last stands. They were about as human as amorphous shadows could be.

The humming gained volume until it was all I could hear...that, and the infernal echo.

I blinked, and they were there: a sea of red inverted carets, splitting off from the shadows behind the oaks and zooming towards us as rapidly as normal shadows do when the sun dodges behind a cloud. 

The marines started auto-firing. I couldn’t tell if it was killing anyone. The numbers of the shadows were so great that if nettles hurt or killed them it would be impossible to tell. Their fellows would just queue up to fill their places.

I stood up. If I was going to die I’d rather do it on my feet. 

A shadow split off and raced towards me, coalescing in front of me. It was similar to me in size, and shape, but the details were different. I could just about pick them out if it would just stop moving. I released the straps and dropped my pack. The shadow swayed in front of me, as if to say, ‘Bring it on.’

The echo was so loud I could hardly think, and then as I raised my hands to defend myself...I split.
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Chapter Five
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Or at least that’s what it felt like. One minute I was Vera Matsumoto inside Vera Matsumoto’s body. The next minute I was Vera Matumoto inside someone else’s body. I experienced seeing what they saw and hearing what they heard, but overlaid on that was a fuzzy black and white view of what was going on from my body’s perspective – only now it was out of my control. In the moment I didn’t have time to break it down like that, it was only later that I was able to sort out the details. Nausea overwhelmed me, and my head spun – or someone’s head spun. It took enormous effort to pull myself back together and concentrate.

I was in a briefing. There were Fleet and Marine officers in uniform in a brightly lit conference room. Everything essential was fixed to a hard surface so it couldn’t float away if there were gravity problems, suggesting that we were in a starship. The man at the front wasn’t in fatigues but in a dress uniform and he was giving the briefing.

“After planetfall you have two hours,” he said. His insignia marked him as a Marine Colonel, and his widening midsection and thinning hair suggested he was old enough for the job.

While I could clearly see the Colonel, there was a faint overlay effect in my vision so that I could also see thru Vera’s eyes. She was fighting the shadow, her feet and hands lashing out quickly, connecting somehow with the inky mass. It spurted black puffs of shadow into the air every time she connected.

“Find Driscoll’s followers and capture them. Alive.” The Colonel was trying to channel his intensity into every word.

Vera fought like a machine, shadow after shadow. She flipped and ducked and wove, fists and feet flying in beautiful precision. Who was it that had taken over my body? Who was kicking butt over there on Baldric in my body? It was so amazing I could hardly focus on the briefing. It felt familiar, like I had seen that angel of death before.

A holopic was in the middle of the conference table. It showed a man in his forties. He looked like someone who could make trouble – as it seemed he was doing. He also looked intelligent and cunning. Whoever I was, I had better watch out. Like Eads McIsaac, this one had “predator” written all over him.

The colonel narrated as the holopic spun from image to image.“Patrick Driscoll was targeting the Matsumoto Dynasty with his attacks before we captured him. Last night his followers succeeded in killing Denise Matsumoto, the Emperor’s cousin.”

I stifled a gasp. Poor Denise. I felt my heart sinking, even as I watched a pool of shadows gather at Vera’s feet as she piled up shadow enemy after shadow enemy. Her reflexes were amazing. 

But, Denise. Oh, Denise. Roman and I had fought so hard to save her, and now this. A tiny part of my brain reminded me that Nigel had called her a greater problem now that her mind was gone. He wouldn’t have set her up to be taken out by terrorists...would he?

“Their tactics are unique and highly dangerous. Do not let them touch you at any cost. They inject people against their will with a brain-hijacking technology. The technology is classified, but we warn you again not to allow them to touch you.”

I felt a pang in my leg and my hand reached for it immediately as if by habit. A thick scar padded my thigh under my hand. It was fiery to the touch. As soon as I touched it, I knew whose body I was in. I looked to the side and caught my face reflected poorly in the glass of a sliding hatch door. 

Roman.

I inhaled sharply, tears springing to my eyes as I saw the face of my dearest friend looking at me. It was a face I’d thought I’d never see again. 

I snapped like an elastic band snapping back into place after being stretched. Or at least that’s what it felt like.

I was back in my own body, panting, my legs spread in a wide fighting stance and my hands up in front of me. The only red inverted carets left were flickering far in the distance and under my feet was a pool of shadows.

Someone behind me uttered a profanity in what sounded like admiration. I felt like echoing him. Roman’s handiwork was effective, as always.

Corporal Maxwell stared at me with the one eye not covered by the tac lens. He shook himself, clearly deciding I was a problem above his pay grade.

“Fall out! We’re heading out before they come again. Fergus, rear! Mutambi, point. I have Morin’s place.”

We ran.

“Who in the black hells is she?” I heard, among other things. Roman had earned me a reputation.

But, more pressing than my burgeoning reputation was the salient question: How had that happened to us? We had just sort of...split...and half of each of us was in the other person. I could hardly form even a single thought around it. It was like science fiction. If we were physically close, I might have thought it was our implants. They’d been strangely connected even before we swapped bodies under the stress of torture on Veritas IV, but this was even stranger and we were millions of light years apart. He’d told me that the next time we switched bodies I’d need his permission in writing. I definitely didn’t have that! He was going to kill me. It warmed me to think of him angry because it meant he was alive.

I fought to find an explanation, as I ran, but nothing came of it. I just ended up sad that I hadn’t been able to say “thank you” to Roman. Even light years away he was my guardian still, in heart. I’d never again find his like. I missed him so much that he was like a phantom limb.

Roman, Roman, Roman, my heart sang, but my head was racing to figure out what to do about the red inverted carets that kept ghosting at the edges of my vision. 

I couldn’t count on Roman taking over every time we were attacked. Especially, since it looked like that would be every hour or so until we were all yellow fungi towers. I needed to think of a way to fight them myself. They weren’t human, which was an advantage for me since I psychologically couldn’t kill humans. It was one of those fun little Matsumoto traits like my pretty eyes and thick black hair. It was my only advantage though. I had no knowledge of hand-to-hand combat, or anything-to-hand combat for that matter. 

We ran on, stopping occasionally for water breaks, but never more than for a few minutes. Eventually we reached the end of the canyon, where a waterfall tricked over the cliff face and transformed into the creek we’d been following.  

There was no way up its slick surface. We were boxed in. We’d need to climb the canyon wall. It was not so steep that we would need gear, but a climb would leave us vulnerable to attack. My Tactical Interface threw up the height and figures. It claimed a 78% chance we would be attacked on the climb. I loved having a pessimistic computer in my head; it dovetailed perfectly with my own pessimism.

We all stood there huffing air though our masks and probably thinking along the same lines. I was wondering if all of this was worth it. I was out here fighting for a life I wasn’t sure I even wanted anymore. I lost everything that mattered to me before I was sent to Capricornia, except for my life and Roman. Now they’d taken Roman, too, and if neither of us died it still wasn’t likely we’d ever see each other again ... in the flesh at least.

I thought about that as I watched the cliffs and saw the inverted carets dance. How badly did I want to live with nothing really to live for? Best case scenario, I’d survive and be a hard working colonist in ‘Native Relations’ here on Baldric. It was about as appealing as eating sand.  Was that worth fighting for?

I thought of Roman fighting off those shadows. He thought I was worth fighting for – even now. Even after I’d gotten him in so much of a mess. Did he know it was me?

And what about the reverence I’d had for life up until now? I’d thought that life was so sacred I had no right to even defend myself if it meant taking the life of another. Nothing seemed as sacred as that right now. Nigel and the Empire weren’t. These marines who hated us weren’t. Those shadows weren’t. And us, the ‘colonists,’ the trash of Blackwatch? What about us? I didn’t see anything sacred here, either. 

Roman. His loyalty. His self sacrifice. If there was anything worth fighting for I guessed it would be him.

I drove it from my mind. I’d likely never see him again. If I was going to decide that I wanted to live then I’d need to make that happen on my own. For the first time, no one was going to save me.

I opened my pack and fiddled around inside finding a bit of twine, cut it with the handy survival knife – far too small to be a weapon, but just enough to do some basic tasks – and then I braided my hair over one shoulder and tied the end. My hair was long and beautiful and very much in the way right now. When I found scissors I would cut it off.

Maxwell was the only one looking at the cliffs with a different expression than the rest of us. I realized he was trying to communicate with someone. I focused on my Tactical Interface, paying attention to the communications text on the side screen. After a few seconds of sorting through random chatter, I discovered how to key in to just him. His communications read:

Command: ...there? Corporal Maxwell?...

Maxwell: Corporal Maxwell reporting.

Command:...there?...

Maxwell: This is Maxwell.

Command: ...Come in...

Maxwell: I say again, this is Maxwell. Go ahead.

As always with government or military they were screwing up perfectly. The military expression is ‘screwing up by the numbers.’ 

I walked over to Maxwell. If you aren’t sure if you care whether you die it makes you care a bit less about appearances.

“It might help if you spoke out loud instead of subvocalizing.”

He glared at me, and I shrugged.

“I’m serious.”

The terrorists wouldn’t need to hijack Maxwell’s brain. It was already off on vacation most of the time.

Maxwell sighed and gave in, flipping his helmet mike down and speaking aloud.

“This is Corporal Maxwell, I say again, go ahead.”

“Corporal Maxwell, this is Command,” It sounded like Reynolds, “Report on your status, over.”

“Corporal Maxwell, reporting. I’ve lost one marine and two colonists. Three marines and eighteen colonists surviving. We are encountering light enemy contact, pressing forward on a direct route to the rendezvous, over.”

This was ‘light’ contact? What exactly had gone on before I woke from cryosleep? 

“Corporal Maxwell, this is Command. Remain on course, but with rest stops. Local planetary days are 43 hours. Do not wait for night fall to rest, over.”

“Understood, sir, over.”

“Make best time with appropriate rests and we will meet you at the rendezvous, over and out.”

“Understood, sir, over and out.”

Well, that was all very nice and orderly, and at least he’d been ordered to give us rests. The sun hadn’t even reached its zenith. I probably wasn’t the only one who needed some food and a sleep.

“We’ll climb the side of the canyon first,” Maxwell announced, knowing we’d all heard. 

The marines chorused their assent, but the colonists were exchanging looks. I think the thought had occurred to all of us that we outnumbered the marines, even though they were the only ones armed. How long did we need to keep following orders? How many marines could we overpower? For me it was only speculation. I had no desire to ‘bushwhack’ my way through Baldric, but I could sense that for others this was more of a possibility. The desire for freedom is a powerful motivator.

At Maxwell’s insistence we were each given a ‘buddy’ to help us up the cliff. He assigned me Ian, of course.

“You get the panther girl,” Sentry hissed to Ian. I ignored them. I wasn’t sure who would kill me faster given half the chance, Sentry with his long list of murders, or Ian with his very personal hatred.

Maxwell led the charge – or rather the scramble – up the side of the ravine. It was comprised mainly of loose rock, but the incline took a few jogs. Forty meters is high even if the incline is gradual enough that you don’t need ropes. Half the problem was getting traction on the skidding rocks. The other half was avoiding the dislodged rocks of the climbers above you. They rolled and bounced their way down the surface, barely missing heads or bodies. I heard curses start almost as soon as Maxwell’s ascent began, and they continued throughout. 

I looked at Ian just before we were about to take our turn. He was studiously ignoring me. I tried to forget how he used to make me feel warm and appreciated, and remember that none of that mattered now. It was my fault he was here. Not completely, but enough. His hatred of me was a given.

He turned an icy glare on me. “What do you want?”

I shook my head and looked away, but I wished it wasn’t like this. I wished I could fix the mess I had made. For Roman, if I could. For Ian. For anyone. I just wished I could fix it all. Actions have consequences. The day I saved my own life I set in motion events that put them all here. If it hadn’t been for my choice none of this would be the way it was. Ian would still rule his planet under his father... or would he? Nigel had suggested it was only a matter of time before he came and took it over anyway.

We started our climb up the rocks, skidding side by side. Some pairs of colonists assisted one another, lending a grip where needed, or pointing out rocks. We remained silent and as physically distant as possible, each trying to do it on our own. I almost laughed. Wasn’t that so true of us? Even now? Especially now.

My heart ached at that. I couldn’t help Ian, because we were both too stubborn. I dodged a bouncing rock and it nearly hit him instead.

“Sorry,” I muttered.

“What was that?” he asked, a little too loudly.

“Sorry,” I said, looking at him and trying to convey everything I was thinking in that single look.

He held my gaze for a moment and I could tell he knew what I meant, but then his mouth twisted and he looked away.

I went back to climbing. My hamstrings were aching so badly I could barely lift my legs, but we were almost there. Every step we took slid almost halfway back, so we had to work another fifty percent harder to gain every meter of ground, but we were slowly snaking our way up the incline. 

A shadow to the left looked a little too black. I stumbled, distracted by it, and Ian caught my arm, letting go almost immediately. His disdain at arresting my fall was apparent, but it was enough to right me. My Tactical Interface flicked up a red inverted caret as the shadow split and came towards us, rearing up in a perfect mockery of me.

It was up to me. No Roman this time. Hopefully muscle memory was good for something. I sunk into a low stance, closed my eyes and tried to will my body to act. Dr. Wehr said that I didn’t have it in me to attack humans, but he’d never said anything about creepy shadows with a fungi fetish. I opened my eyes and lunged, slicing the shadow in half with the blade of my hand. Inky splotches puffed in the air where I struck it.

Well, that was easy, I began to think, and then suddenly the remaining shadow wrapped around my arm and slid up around my throat. I fought it as it throttled me, losing my footing and sliding down the gravel slope on my bottom as I tried to pry it off.

Around me the sounds of a battle were loud, but I had no time to focus on any of them. I was locked in a life or death battle with a deadly shadow.

Roman!

No. This was on me. It was time for me to do this. Did that mean I would die because I couldn’t fight? Pretty much.

The shadow around my neck jerked, and I choked at the added pressure, drumming my heels against the gravel, arms flailing. Suddenly, the pressure was gone, and I felt something like a thick snake slide from around my neck. My skidding stopped and but I was sitting in a pool of shadow. I tried to touch it, but like a real shadow, there was nothing to feel. I looked up.

I was sitting at the base of the canyon, having slid all the way down the ground we’d gained as I grappled for my life. Far above, the rest of our group was cresting the canyon’s edge. I remembered there were screams, but if the others had been fighting there were no signs of it now. 

Ian, in all his demi-god-like glory, huffed beside me, hands on his knees. Even fighting a snake-like shadow down a hill of loose stones wasn’t enough to dishevel him beyond attractiveness. It was something that went beyond his genetically modified perfection and reached into that command presence he’d inherited from his father.

He gave me a quizzical look.

“What happened to your amazing shadow-fighting skills?” he asked.

“It came out of nowhere,” I said.

“They all do,” he said, still looking at me with more intensity than was justified, like he couldn’t decide if he wanted me dead or wanted me for an ally. At least there was some indecision there now, even if it were only the result of my shadow-fighting skills. “Is it just me, or do they seem to be making strange choices in tactics?”

“They’re making strange choices,” I admitted, massaging my neck.

“It doesn’t take a tactical expert to wonder why they don’t just slaughter us all. There are way more of them out there than there are of us, and most of us aren’t armed.” 

His hands were on his hips and he was studying the tree line, like he was seeing something in his mind’s eye.

“Maybe it’s a test of some kind,” I suggested, turning to re-braiding my disheveled hair.

“We aren’t the first humans to come here,” he said, his blue eyes flashing in the white Baldric light.

“Well, then maybe they are testing us specifically,” I said, absently. 

I was trying to decide what to do about him. Should I push him to trust me, or give him space to form his own conclusions? Despite his current hatred of me, he was my most likely potential ally. Provided I wanted to live at all.

He gave me a pointed look, like I was being purposely obtuse.

“You think they are testing me, specifically, because I am a Matsumoto,” I said. “Unlikely.”

He sighed and ran a tanned hand through his perfect hair.

“All I know, Vera, is that me and all my friends have done nothing but suffer or die since meeting you.”

I felt a lump form in my throat because it was absolutely true. I hated that it was true. 

“Are you suggesting that I should leave you all and walk off into this alien forest as a kind of ...sacrifice?”

He cleaned his teeth with his tongue. “Maybe. It might be our best bet.”

It was cold. But I was used to cold. It was also accurate. 

“I’ll think about it,” I said, and I meant it. 

At heart I am an honourable person. If this really had to do with me, or if I thought it would do any good I’d go make myself into fungi art with the others. I wasn’t above self-sacrifice. That’s the part of being a Matsumoto that people forget. 

But you’re not a Matsumoto anymore, I reminded myself. Could I stop being one if that’s still how everyone saw me? Yes. No. Not really. I could stop being one in my mind, but I couldn’t stop being one to them. I could only redefine what that meant.

“We should climb the hill,” I said, tired as much from the mental struggle as the physical one.

We climbed the sliding rocks at half the speed of last time. It was more grinding having already done it once. Especially, since we were making the trek alone this time. No one called down to us, but every so often I saw a marine look over the edge to gauge our progress.

“How much more air do you think is in these oxygen tanks?” Ian asked.

Monitor oxygen tank use, I told my implant.

Oxygen tank at 78%.

“The rest of the day, maybe longer,” I said.

“That’s not much time.” 

I nodded, changing my feet to try to use the flat edge of my foot as a wedge in the sliding rock rather than stepping straight on.

“Look, Ian,” I started in a soft voice. I wasn’t much good at apologies, and this one seemed bigger than most.

“Don’t...” he said.

I guess we could talk about tactics, but not what really mattered

When we finally crested the top of the canyon, the air between us was cold and tense again. I felt a pang of regret, of sadness, but only for a moment. We started to walk again.

The forest here was less dense, and the landscape rolled in every direction. Stretches of striped monochrome grass dominated the view, and low purple bushes dotted the ridges. Above us a huge white moon filled half the sky, despite the white sunlight. Two others were small yellow dots in the distance. Three moons in the day – it would take some getting used to, but it was beautiful. The sky seemed a touch too purple, reminding me that the atmosphere here was not the same as the ones on most of the inhabited worlds. It could probably be changed with terraforming, and doubtless the colony was working on that, but for now the alien color reminded us that we were not home.

“We’re headed that way,” Corporal Maxwell said, pointing to the chain of colonists in the distance, working their way in the direction of the colony. Their feet beat a chalky path in the pale dust.

“Couldn’t have waited for us?” Ian grumbled.

“There’s a human installation of some kind. If it’s one of ours we can stay there and sleep,” Maxwell said, slipping off his helmet and rubbing the sweat off his bald head. “So don’t gripe.”

It was clear from his tone that he wished he wasn’t burdened with a bunch of people who were prisoners in all but name.

“Time to move out, then, eh soldier?” Ian said, with a wry twist to his mouth. 
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Chapter Six
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We caught up with the others as they reached the installation. It was a fabricated semi-dome sticking up from the landscape and largely hidden by foliage and rocks. The surface was reflective and smooth, but there was a hatch on the side of the installation and a sensor array in a slender tower above it. It looked like it had settled into the earth, so it must have been there for a while, but there was no tarnish that I could see. There was also no beaten track or anything else that would suggest recent use. It was a bit of a puzzler.

Corporal Maxwell was first through the doors. I thought that probably wasn’t SOP, and I wondered why he chose to do it. Wasn’t the person in command supposed to hang back so he didn’t get attacked? He came out a moment later saying it was clear, and we all shuffled inside. Fergus sealed and locked the hatch, and I looked around with the others. 

The walls were made of one-way glass. They’d been reflective outside, but they were clear on this side, giving us a 360° view. It was larger than I had expected, and there was just enough room for everyone. The center of the dome had desks and monitors for the sensor arrays, but the surrounding area was spacious and carpeted. There were even a few couches and comfortable chairs around the edges. 

Stairs led below to a lavatory, storeroom and four bunks. It seemed like this place was meant to host an observation team, or something similar, but there was no one around.  

“Everyone top your tanks up from the air tanks below. There should be enough,” Maxwell said, “and then eat and get some shut eye. We’ll head out again in eight hours.”

I sidled over to the computers, trying not to draw attention. The screens were dark. 

Connect to computers, I tried ordering my implant.

Connection established. Limited connectivity.

What does ‘limited connectivity’ mean?

Connection is available to computer databases, but not to sensor arrays or communications networks.

I scrolled through the database.

Database Directory.

Research Logs.

Equipment manuals.

Communications protocols.

Pretty slender database selection. It didn’t sound like the occupants were much for record keeping.

Download Research Logs, I ordered.

Downloading...

I followed the line of colonists that wound down the staircase, waiting for my turn to use the facilities and top up my air. It occurred to me that the installation was probably climate controlled, so I slipped off my mask and turned the valve to ‘off.’ Best to conserve what we did have. I saw a few others stare at me curiously before taking their own masks off.

The air smelled a little stale but mostly it smelled of foreign plants and pollens that I hadn’t experienced yet because of the mask. Even stale the air tasted good. Breathing silicon smell and tanked air is not ideal and my sweat mingling in with it hadn’t helped. 

The wait was long, and as I stood there I found my mind drifting to Denise. After all the chaos and drama that it took to rescue her, she’d been killed by anti-Imperial terrorists. Her death made everything feel flat and worse than useless.  

Poor Denise. She hadn’t been able to escape an early death. The girl who loved boys and fun and breaking all the rules had been through hell and wound up dead even after surviving it. I wanted to cry, but here, surrounded by killers, didn’t seem like a good place to break down. I blinked back my tears furiously and almost laughed at myself. By now I should be immune to tragedy. What was there left to take away from me? It doesn’t matter how much you’ve lost, there’s still pain when you lose something more.

Downloading...

Stupid implant, interrupting my grief. I should turn it off, but I just couldn’t after what happened the last time I did. I had many faults but refusing to learn from my mistakes was not one of them. Or maybe it was. I didn’t know anymore. I felt so tired.

When my turn to top up my air supply came, I carefully refilled my tanks, sealed them and reset both the external gauge and my implant’s tracking function. This seemed like one of those things you should keep track of.

“Almost done, honey pie?” Ch’ng said from behind me.

I whirled and gave him a death look. He laughed.

“Look at the claws on the kitten,” Sentry said as he joined the laughter. “Don’t let the girl scratch you.”

It was lame. It was still worrying, with his history, and apparently with the allies all around him, but it wasn’t super-villain dialogue. There was something, though, about the way he said ‘the girl’ that bothered me. With my expression dead-pan I let my mind unravel the mystery. 

When I realized the answer, I looked up, and my gaze locked on to Ian’s. I was the only woman left in this group. How had I failed to notice that? In fairness, there had been other things on my mind, and I wasn’t raised in a world that paid a lot of attention to gender. Even so, I kicked myself for not noticing a salient detail. 

Ian crossed his arms over his chest. There was no sympathy or protectiveness there. I clenched my jaw. It’s one thing to be an ex-pacifist. It’s something else to be a dangerous killer. I was going to have to work on that if I decided to survive.

“Didn’t you see?” I asked, “I eat shadows for breakfast.”

It wasn’t very original, but it was still better than his line. 

They didn’t stop grinning, but there was an edge of respect in it now. Hopefully I wouldn’t have to make good on my reputation. Without Roman’s help there was no way I could...yet.

I was glad when my turn in the facilities arrived. I sealed the hatch door tightly as I took care of my necessities and emerged slightly less smelly and more presentable. I was sorry to discover that there were still no scissors around to cut my hair but the braid sufficed at present. I went back up top and positioned myself near to the outside hatch to sleep. 

There was a marine posted there, and if Maxwell was worth anything there should be one posted all night. It was the best place I could think of to avoid being molested. Worth a shot, at any rate.

Downloading...

Either that was one huge file, or my connection was poor. At this rate it would take all night. I curled up, planning to get what sleep I could. With the terrors outside and within, I was worried that sleep wouldn’t come, but before I knew it I had drifted off.
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Chapter Seven


[image: image]


At first I thought I was dreaming. I was holding a gun and following a group of marines into a high density housing unit. I wasn’t controlling my body’s actions, though, just watching, as if I were a passenger.

A marine nodded to me. She was a pretty blonde woman, and she looked tough as nails. She made a hand gesture and pointed at the door. There was a look of familiarity in her eyes as she looked at me.

I ran to the door, opened it quickly and ran through, brandishing my nettlegun like I was ready to fire it. 

“Room clear,” I said, and oh! I recognized that voice!

I felt a surge of affection.

“Understood, Aldrin.” 

I was riding, somehow, in Roman Aldrin’s head. I had gone to sleep thinking about him, and it was possible that I was dreaming this, but it felt very real. 

My...fireteam, I guess... was coming in behind me. The blonde was the fireteam leader. She gave the orders.  We cleared three more rooms. She gave me hand signals, and I flew through the doors scanning for the enemy. Or at least that’s what I thought Roman was doing. 

I caught a glimpse of him in a mirror on one of the walls. His hair was cut very short, like an Imperial marine – which he was now. He looked worn, tired, and worried. It made me worried for him. Was he terribly unhappy as a marine? Was he being treated poorly? He didn’t look like he was eating well. His face was thinner and older looking. I tried to see if I could glimpse him in any reflective surface that we passed. Had he lost weight? Was he ok?

My tension rose with the minutes. I wished I could help him somehow. Not with the job, he seemed to have that taken care of, but he seemed like he was worn to a frazzle and I didn’t like that. 

Roman’s team must have been must be looking for someone in the residences, but the rooms were all empty. Maybe it had been evacuated before they arrived.

We entered a room with a red door in the same manner we had every time. This room was like the rest, spare in decoration, modern, but lower class. There wasn’t much money here. Roman seemed pre-occupied by something half under the couch. A toy? He didn’t like to speak much about his childhood since he lost his parents. I wondered if it reminded him of it somehow. 

His fireteam fanned out through the room. Their blonde leader was by the door. She had sergeant stripes. I didn’t like her.  A boy not much older than Roman was running his hand over his nettlegun and looking nervously out the window when one of the walls exploded with flechettes. They flew through the molded plastic, shredding it in seconds and tore into the nervous marine. 

The blonde started calling out orders and everyone was firing. Everyone except Roman. Fire! I thought, madly, don’t let them shoot you! Don’t die in something so routine! 

But Roman dropped his gun. Was he ok? Had he been hit? I hadn’t felt anything, or seen his vision shake. He scrambled to the couch and dove underneath. Running from danger was not like him at all.

Somehow, he had realized something that had escaped me. There was a child hiding beneath the couch, his huge eyes welling up in tears and a look of terror on his tiny face. I felt my arms go around him, tucking his little body under my armor, and tucking his little head into my chest.

Me, Vera, the one riding inside Roman’s head...I wanted to cry. It was so Roman to notice and to care. It was so like him to put himself aside and drop everything on a hunch that someone needed protecting. Warmth and appreciation flooded me. I hoped the boy would be ok. But of course he would be. He had Roman to protect him. Hadn’t I always been okay when I had Roman to protect me?

My eyes opened and the dream...or whatever it was... ended. 

Planetary time?

22:42

I rolled over and went back to sleep. I needed to log some real sleep time. I could sort out how I felt in the morning if I was still alive then. I fell asleep with warmth at my core. Roman was alive somewhere and still himself. I treasured the memory of him saving that little boy.

I was kicked awake; another reminder that I was not royalty anymore. 

“What’s up?” I asked, cognizant of a change immediately. 

“We were able to contact Command,”Maxwell said in his usual spare way, “They saw a shuttle land close to our location, but haven’t been able to raise them on the comm. We’re going to investigate.”

“Has it been eight hours?” Ian grumbled from beside me.

“Close enough. Welcome to life with the marines.”

“I never signed up to be a Marine,” Ch’ng said.

“And no one is giving you that honorific, prisoner,” Maxwell said, “I said ‘welcome to life with the marines’, not in the marines.”

“I thought we were colonists,” Ch’ng said.

“Yeah. Whatever.” 

Maxwell shut up pretty quickly after that. I guess he was supposed to maintain this ‘colonist’ fiction and had slipped up. I didn’t blame him. I didn’t think any of us were stupid enough to think we weren’t prisoners. I wondered, though, what the point of sending us here was instead of just executing us. We didn’t seem terribly helpful in an environment like this one. I could almost hear what Roman’s snide remark would have been, ‘Cannon fodder, of course. Typical Empire stuff.’

We all were given the privilege of visiting the facilities one last time, and then it was masks on and single file out the hatch. As we entered the alien world of Baldric once more my implant chirped.

Download Complete.

Well, at least there’d be something to think about while we were walking. Something other than how my stomach did a flip, and I felt all affectionate every time I remembered Roman saving that kid. I should probably start at the beginning, but I decided to play the last entry first.  I’d always been the sort of person who read the last page of a mystery book half way through.

Play last entry.

A video screen popped up in the bottom right of my vision. I paid it some attention, multitasking so I could concentrate on walking behind Ian. He was conveniently ignoring me, which made it easy to watch the video.

A woman with her hair tied back looked into the screen with big eyes. She was in the facility we just left.

“It’s gone horribly wrong. We never could have predicted this. They’ve got Baker, and now...”

She screamed horribly then, as a shadow slid over her and a brilliant yellow fungus started to spurt out her nose, climbing into the air. 

I checked the time code. There was fifteen more minutes of the video log. That told me two things. First, that someone had been there to shut off the video and clean up her body and the fungus tower, and second, that I was going to have to watch these from the beginning after all.
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Chapter Eight
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The terrain was hilly and jagged, but the thick forest had thinned out. There were still stands of trees and thick brush, but there were also open spaces of packed, bare earth. The soil was hard and clay-like, and a sickly yellow. In most terraformed worlds that would indicate poor soil, but it was hard to tell on this planet without testing. The terraforming efforts hadn’t gone very far if we were still using breathing apparatuses.

How long had we owned this planet? It was one of hundreds of numbered planets of the Blackwatch Empire. Few were habitable without major terraforming efforts which could take hundreds of years. Some of them took decades to develop an atmosphere thick enough to support more complex life forms, but that probably hadn’t been necessary here since there was already some sort of native life. If you can call shadows life. 

That was particularly interesting. Sentient species were exceedingly rare to find. Sentient species that were humanoid – or sometimes humanoid – were almost unheard of. I would have thought that some news organization would have caught hold of this and broadcasted years ago. A more likely theory would be that these were other colonists, somehow mutated into what we were seeing. Government propaganda was capable of deceiving us into believing that they were ‘native’ to the planet, but what would have to happen to a person to turn him into a shadow? 

It was downright creepy. I wondered what Roman would make of it. Roman. Roman who had helped that little boy when no one else cared enough to notice. I couldn’t stop thinking about that.

The sun was finally beginning to sink towards a sunset, although if the previous hours had been any judge it would take a long time going about it. The long days made me feel very tired.

Play Records from beginning.

The timestamp on the recording was from before I was born. I sighed. This was going to take a while. 

If I had to be honest, I would admit that I don’t know the science of terraforming very well. I am extremely well educated, but there is only so much you can fit into a curriculum, even one aimed at future rulers. My training as an Ambassador leaned very heavily towards the social sciences. I have an excellent grasp of language, communication technology, psychology, history, politics, rhetoric, strategy, tactics, logistics, government, economics, culture, the arts, and I was given a sufficient physical education. My general knowledge is good, but it was always intended that I would rely on advisors and experts for the things that I couldn’t possibly fit into my course of study. 

I was following the basics of the video logs, but to say that I understood the specifics would be a lie. I got the gist of it. I understood some of the reasoning and the problems that were coming up as the months faded into years, but the nuances were lost to me.

It was dry subject matter, mostly relayed in dry voices. The people reporting would do a number of reports in sequence and then be replaced by another speaker giving similar reports. I let them play continuously as I hiked behind Ian. 

My pack was heavy, the landscape was hostile, and the company was unfriendly, so I had a lot of things to distract me as I walked. We were four hours into our hike before anything interesting happened in the logs. 

Up until that point I could summarize them as follows:

The Blackwatch Empire first set up a tiny installation running planetary tests. It was the installation we slept in last night. It had a staff of three. After finishing the required battery of tests, they determined that the planet was ripe to terraform for human colonization. No encounters with sentient native life had been made at that point, nor had they travelled more than 5 km in any direction from their small base, although a satellite made a full map of the planet. The first mission lasted six months.

A year later another group of scientists were sent (numbers unrecorded) and they set up shop in the same base. They went to great pains to explain that their mission was secret, that they were personally vetted by the Emperor at the time, Hiro Matsumoto (Nigel’s father), and that this was a personal project of his. I remembered Uncle Hiro as being a secretive and moody man. Maybe the scientists were jittery for that reason, or maybe for reasons unknown, but they seemed nervous in their reports. They began work on the atmosphere and under the planet’s surface. 

About two years after they began their mission a group of colonists were sent to them. By the tone of their report it sounded like they were ‘colonists’ like us – political prisoners. It turned out good old Uncle Hiro had plans from the very start to make this a functional prison planet. The scientists were worried. Security, in their opinion, was not sufficient, and the colonists jeopardized their work just by being there. They thought Baldric was a gem to be studied and treasured, not treated like a human trash heap.

That’s when things got interesting to me. There were hints that one of the colonists was a Matsumoto. Interesting. I wondered which one. I knew my own genealogy the way that any royal does. It’s drilled into your head from the time you are tiny, and all the portraits and history books just reinforce that.  A Matsumoto here in prison. It wasn’t in the histories at all, which meant that likely they had died here. I felt a sudden, and instant, affinity with this hell-hole of a planet knowing that my blood was buried somewhere here. 

It got better. The scientists, it seemed, were nervous for a reason. The colonists weren’t happy with their fate and had been making false reports, claiming to have seen shadowy life forms that none of the scientists had seen. Then, one day, they were drilling deep into the core and they hit...something. They thought that maybe it was a pocket of natural gas. Nothing, of course, was powered by such a primitive and wasteful fuel, but there were worries about potential safety hazards. They went to investigate, and  then...

“We were investigating the drill. Janzen, two marines and I. They came flooding over the hill. There were thousands of them. Thousands.  Black. Like the night. Thousands.”

“I’m sorry, I’m sorry, but I don’t know what to say. They were shadows, but they weren’t, and they said something about splitting, and they looked like our mirror images,and they killed Janzen and we were all running, and then... and then... and then there was only me, and I made it back here, but I’ve looked and looked and no one is left. Not a single colonist, and not anyone. I’m alone. 

“I’m alone in a world of shadows and fear. I don’t dare go out, but...oh God...I think they are coming in. I don’t know where, but how do you keep a shadow out? I leave the lights on. I pushed the furniture to the edges of the room, but there are still shadows and I just can’t sleep anymore. Especially at night. Do you know how long a night is on Baldric?

“We tapped into their soul when we drilled. Their collective soul. I’m certain of it. We’ve released a power here that is unexplainable by science.”

I almost tripped when he spoke, and my own eyes scanned the shadows looking for our enemies, and thinking I saw them behind every rock and tree. I was freaking myself out in an already terrifying situation. 

What, I wondered, happened to the colonists? Did they die in the flood of thousands of shadows? 

A video came up for this entry, playing in the corner of my vision. It was someone new, and the timestamp was five years later. Oddly enough, they were in the same domed facility. It must have really been built to last.

The next videos were normal. Scientists set up shop. A brief investigation led them to believe that the remaining scientist of the last session (his name was Ed Yokiro) had gone mad after an accidental natural gas explosion killed the rest of the population.  They reported on terraforming efforts. They were seeing success. There was no contact with inhabitants, and no subterranean exploration had recommenced. Colonists were sent. Facilities built. Work was done on experimenting with local flora and fauna for human consumption. 

These scientists were keeping extensive records. I was still into the first year of their mission when the final sliver of sun on Baldric disappeared behind a ridge and darkness flooded our path. 

“Lights are located on your headpiece,” Corporal Maxwell reminded us. “Use them.”

I fumbled at the headpiece, wondering if the light was solar-battery powered or if I needed to worry about conserving energy. I’d query my implant later when I wasn’t busy watching videos.

“I don’t like the dark here,” one of the other colonists muttered. I didn’t know his name. I wasn’t trying especially hard to get to know my fellow prisoners. The mystery of Baldric seemed more intriguing than they did.

I silently agreed with him though. It was hard to keep an eye out for shadows when the place was one huge shadow.

“Don’t be a girl,” Sentry growled.

I was a girl, and I didn’t think Sentry should warn anyone against being something that was definitely a step up from what he was. 

I was afraid of this dark though, and I chewed my lip and wished I had Roman or even poor Edward here with me now. Just hearing their reassuring voices in my implant would have been a slice of heaven. Instead, all I heard was a dispassionate scientist. I was secretly certain that he would become impassioned all too soon. 

“How much further?” Ch’ng asked.

I checked the top right of my vision for the map. I didn’t know for sure where the shuttle was, but we had veered far from the least-time course to the colony. I hoped it was worth it. I hoped we weren’t attacked in the open.

“Not far. Now shut up,” Maxwell, the ever-compassionate, said.

Our lights moved wildly over the path and each other’s backs, scanning the trees for threats. The only ones who seemed truly comfortable were the marines. I wondered if they were really comfortable in the middle of a terrifying alien world at night, or if they were trained to look the part. Oddly enough, I thought Roman might be. He approached terror differently than I did – almost like a challenge to overcome rather than an enemy to avoid. Maybe that was why he didn’t mind being around me. 

Warmth radiated from the earth into the chill of the air. The sweat that had been running along my spine made me shiver in the sudden cold and my eyes scanned the shadows, aching as they tried to make out things I could not see.

“There were thousands of them. Thousands.” 

Those words from the scientist kept ringing in my ears.

“Thousands.”

“There it is!” Ian shouted from in front of me. I still couldn’t see anything, but he was at least a head taller than I. 

At the same time someone else screamed. It wasn’t the short, “I’ve tripped and hurt myself” scream, but a long, drawn out ululation.

Ian cursed. Other curses rang out and lights scanned so rapidly that I had to close my eyes to avoid nausea. 

We were frozen in place. In the dark everything is a shadow. How could you identify an enemy? My breath came quicker, even though I was standing still. The edges of terror caressed my consciousness. What if one of them grabbed my foot in the dark and dragged me away? 

The echoes in my implant resurfaced, and I thought I could hear voices, just on the edge of being able to recognize their words. It sounded like a thousand different voices so far away I could barely hear them at all.

“Thousands.”

I swallowed. This damn implant must act up when I’m under intense stress. That was the best explanation for how badly it was malfunctioning.

A second scream started right beside me. I could tell by the tone of voice that it was Sentry. His scream broke the spell of our fear, and we scattered, running towards the shuttle.

Somewhere out front Private Mutambi shouted, “Make for the shuttle!”

It was redundant. We were all heading there anyways. It was the only human place in kilometers. By chance, I was still hard on Ian’s heels. I preferred to stay close to someone. Two lights were better than one in this darkness.

There were faint lights at the top of the hill, probably from the shuttle. I ran as hard as I could, tripping every so often, and sometimes crashing hard in the undergrowth. My heavy pack made it hard to keep my balance when I slipped. I noted that Ian was doing no better, and his own light went perilously close to the ground on more than one occasion. 

We were a scattered mass of dark bodies as we closed on the shuttle. Only the smallest moon was in the sky, and its light was paltry. Ian and I had chosen a path that was taking us there more quickly, and the others were spread out on the hillside mostly behind us. I hated the thought that it somehow made us safer, but I couldn’t help thinking it.

We were close. We would be there in a few moments. 

The shuttle doors opened. Three black figures exited, with the light streaming out from behind them. They carried guns.  My instincts were screaming. Without even knowing why I screamed, “Down!” and threw myself to the ground.

Around me flechettes buried themselves in stumps and rocks and made a terrible “zing” as they slit the air around me.  The idiots at the shuttle were firing on us.
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I heard Ian cursing, which I took to be a good sign, since it meant he was still alive. No one said anything beyond screaming and cursing. I waited, hoping Maxwell would step up and tell them who we were, but there was no sound from him. 

Well, isn’t that just the way of things? Somehow it’s always a Matsumoto that has to sort things out – even on a horror world made by Matsumotos.

“We’re human. Hold your fire!” I called. 

The recording was still playing in my view, some scientist reading off terraforming data. 

Pause playback.

I didn’t have time for that right now, with hostage negotiations about to start.

“Good for you. The shuttle pilot and these other two chumps were human, too, before we shot them,” one of the figures called.

“You shot humans?” I asked, just to confirm. This wasn’t what I had expected.

“Are you stupid or just extra anxious to die? We’re prisoners. We shoot our captors. It’s how it works. If you chumps think you’re going to incarcerate us again you’ll see how fast we can kill whoever comes...human or otherwise.”

He punctuated the speech with another round of flechettes. Still no Corporal Maxwell, which just said everything that needs to be said about military solutions.

“There’s a bit of a situation here that you might not be aware of,” I called.

“We don’t care how many you have with you out there.”

“Would you care if they were aliens made out of shadows that grow ten-meter yellow fungi out of your contorted corpses when they’re done with you?”

“We’re not stupid enough to believe that - ” the man with the gun started to say, but then another voice from the shuttle cut him off.

“Wait. Can you prove that, girl?”

“When the sun rises you can see for yourself. Or if you keep talking, maybe you’ll get to experience it personally,” I said.

“We’re colonists, too!” Ch’ng said from somewhere in the dark.

“Then come up here and show yourselves,” the first voice said.

“Screw that,” said Ch’ng. There were general grunts to the affirmative on our side.

I sighed. Like I said, it’s always a Matsumoto in these situations. It’s how my mom died. Negotiating with terrorists. Good times.

I stood up.

“What are you doing?” Ian hissed from close by.

“I don’t like mushrooms,” I said with a false note of bravado.

“Who does,” he muttered. Since he wanted me dead he must have felt no more inclination to stop me, but I noted the hint of admiration in his tone.

I strode through the dark to the shuttle’s glow. Now that I was closer, I could make out our counterparts more clearly. There were three men. Seriously? Was I the only girl on this whole rock? Charlene had been there when I first awoke, but she was a poor representation of women.

One was young and heavily scarred. He had something...evil...about him. I thought he might be the one who was so flechette happy, especially since he had his gun trained on my belly. I mentally dismissed him as a violent tough, but not the brains of this rebellion.

There was one who looked ex-military. His gun was trained on the dark, and he was scanning and re-scanning the hillside. He glanced at me once and then ignored me. I was a lot more worried about him. 

The third stood just behind the tough. He was older, at least mid-forties, tall and lean with narrow features. He had the air of someone who was used to giving orders and being obeyed. I can identify people like that easily because until just recently that description covered most of the people I knew and all of my relatives.

It was him that I looked at when I spoke, my hands held up, and my palms spread wide.

“Colonist,” I said.

The tough grunted.

The man behind him looked at me a long time.

“Matsumoto,” he countered, his voice so low, it was almost a hiss.

It happened for the second time. I split so suddenly that if I was still in my body it would have taken my breath away. 

I was in Roman’s body again. I was standing out on a balcony or a deck of some kind and hovercraft were zipping all around, blocking any outside sound. It had all the usual charm of a public park on a rooftop. They had a lot of those on New Greenland. I must have been near a downtown to have so much traffic whizzing around. 

The blonde from before was staring intently at Roman. She didn’t know it was me looking back at her. She was the Sergeant of his fireteam, right? No self-respecting Sergeant that I knew wore a dress like that. The hem line was miles high and the v-neck dipped dangerously low. I frowned in disapproval. No need to put all the goods in the front window.

Of course Roman was doing amazing things now that he had possession of my body. My long braid flew like a thick sailing rope, and my feet and hands flew even faster. A series of quick blows had the tough doubling over and his flechette gun in my hands.

“Roman?” The blonde asked, “Did you hear me? You need to hear me, Roman. It’s for your own good. I...care...about you.”

Her eyes lowered and then peeped up through her lashes. Man alive, she was giving him the works. Those eyes were so full of desire that you could hardly mistake her intent. Poor Roman. I had unintentionally interrupted a special moment. I hoped he’d take his body back promptly. I wasn’t sure what to do with it.

Back on Baldric I had the tough laid out on the floor, one foot on his neck and the other pointing the flechette gun at the older man. My whole body heaved with my breath, but I looked like death made alive I was so dangerous.

I snapped back into my body.

I was grateful to Roman for saving my bacon again, but worried about what I’d just experienced. Having lost him so fully, I was now beginning to appreciate what I’d had with my guardian. Seeing someone else rushing into my place with him wasn’t easy. I was trying not to feel hurt. After all, I’d done nothing but ruin Roman’s life. He had a right to try to find some happiness with someone else if he could. I pushed a little more weight into the foot I had on the tough’s neck. I wasn’t jealous of the blonde. How much weight would it take to hurt him? I stomped down a little harder, trying not to think of low v-necks and mile-high legs.

“Matsumoto,” the older man said, narrowing his eyes. “But not as advertised...”

“I don’t look good in Pacifism,” I said, lowering one eyebrow.

“So I see,” he said speculatively, eyeing his tough. The military man was still ignoring me. He must be taking orders from the older man, “but I was referring to the fact that you are alive.”

“For now.”

“Mmmm,” he looked like he wanted to say more, but stopped himself. “You are all colonists?”

“Prisoners,” I confirmed, “and three marines escorting us to the colony from where our ship crashed.”

“Your ship crashed,” he repeated, “as did our shuttle.”

“It seems like SOP for prisoner delivery on Baldric,” I agreed with a straight face.

He chuckled, but the hard look never left his eyes. It was then that I recognized him. He was the man in the holograph that Roman had been studying in his briefing.

“You would be Vera Matsumoto,” he said, as if he were laying down a face card.

“And you are Patrick Driscoll,” I said. It satisfied me when his face went from smug to alert. His eyes narrowed. “I hate to rush you Mr. Driscoll, but on Baldric ‘jumping at shadows’ isn’t nearly enough of a response to them. My compatriots are waiting to be picked off one by one. We would be less nervous with a human structure over our heads.”

As if on cue, someone screamed. I hoped it was just for effect, and not because they were now choking on a bright shade of yellow. These days when I hoped for something I was almost guaranteed to get the opposite result.

“Well then,” Driscoll said, slowly, “Sammy?”

“Yep,” the military man said, lowering his flechette gun, but still eyeing the shadows.

“If Schumner,” he said, pointing to the man under my foot, “is still alive, I think you could show an act of good faith as well, Matsumoto.”

I had almost forgotten I was standing on someone’s throat. I removed my foot carefully, taking a step back. I held onto the gun though. It was about time I was armed. Besides, I didn’t like how Driscoll said “Matsumoto.” Our truce seemed temporary, like it was borne of his curiosity and would only last as long as that curiosity did.

I racked my brain to think of what they’d said about him in the briefing. I’d been pretty occupied with everything else going on at the time. Oh, yes... he was a terrorist. He’d been targeting Matsumotos. I suddenly had a bad feeling about entering that tiny space with him. What was the worst he could do though? No, really, what was the worst? Because if it was worse than spending the rest of my life as a giant mushroom, then maybe I should be staying outside. I clung to the flechette gun with white knuckles. 

For the present I stood outside, cancelling out Sammy with his flechette gun, as my original cronies started to filter in. Ian gave me an odd look. He was becoming more opaque as time went on. 

There were twelve colonists in total. Our numbers were dwindling. What had the doctor called us? Reinforcements? Mutambi and Fergus brought up the rear.

“Corporal Maxwell?” I asked.

Mutambi shook his head. 

“I’ve been promoted.”

“Guns at the door or no enter-ee,” Driscoll said in a weird accent.

Fergus dropped his and headed in with no objection. Mutambi looked like he would, but another scream in the dark made him shrug and put his down, too. 

I clutched mine tightly in my fists.
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“Well then, Matsumoto?” Driscoll asked, nodding to the flechette gun.

I hiked up the assault rifle-style weapon to my shoulder. I wasn’t letting go. Based on the readouts it was armed and still loaded with 68% of its original flechette armament. I didn’t know the specs on this gun. I was an ambassador, not a gun nut, but they were usually topped up with about 10k of tiny flechettes. 

Hack flechette computer,  I told my implant. The chips in the guns were super basic, like a comm device, so I figured it was worth a shot.

Forced pair successful.

Lock gun to my bio signature, I ordered, remembering that tasty little tidbit from practicing with Edward.

‘If you can lock it to you then it doesn’t matter that you don’t kill people, because at least that’s one weapon that won’t be killing you.’

I owed a lot to my original guardian. Like always when I remembered him, I breathed a silent prayer for his soul. Rest in Peace.

Gun locked.

Too bad I didn’t have the ability to lock firearms I wasn’t holding or this whole nonsense would be moot.

“We should probably get inside,” I said, ignoring his implied command.

“Leave the gun,” Sammy said, gesturing with his own firearm.

“I think I’ll take it with me,” I said casually.

“Relinquish the firearm or it will be taken from you,” Sammy said. He settled himself more firmly on his feet, like he was about to take a shot at me.

“I think your boss wants to talk to me. Why don’t you let him?” I said, gambling.

“I don’t have a boss,” Sammy muttered, but after a glance at Driscoll he headed into the shuttle.

“I already know everything I need to know,” Driscoll said, but his eyes held a threat. 

If he thought I wouldn’t use the gun because I was a Matsumoto he should have thought again. I’d gotten over that little stricture before, and I could do it again.

I went into the shuttle holding my firearm without waiting to see what he said. Fortune favors the bold. It was not as I had expected. 

It was brightly lit and modern, but it was a small transport shuttle, not one of the larger ones. There was a main passenger compartment and a window into a smaller pilot compartment. The twelve prisoners, two marines, three from this flight, and me, added up to eighteen living souls. I considered Driscoll and his cronies. Correction, eighteen humans. I realized suddenly that the window to the pilot compartment was smeared red with drying blood – on the inside. Any guesses on what happened to the pilots? Correction. Eighteen breathing creatures.

All eighteen were packed into the shuttle like pickles in a jar, and as we walked through the air-sealed hatch, we walked right into a fight. When voices are elevated, tensions rise. When voices are elevated in a space where people are crammed elbow to elbow and hip to hip, it’s worse than tense. Already I was worried that this side of the window was going to end up equally bloody.

“With Maxwell dead, I am in charge,” Mutambi was shouting at Ian and Ch’ng. 

They stood side by side with arms crossed over their chests and breath masks dangling.

“There’s twelve of us and only two of you!” Ch’ng responded.

“Numbers don’t count. We are the authorities here.”

“Shut up, the lot of you!”  Shumner said, “This is our shuttle and Mister Driscoll will tell you what to do.”

“You are all prisoners of the Blackwatch Empire. As the ranking marine present I am officially taking you into custody and I will ensure your safe return to Major Reynolds at the colony,” Mutambi shouted over what was becoming a din of voices. His face was growing darker and his fists were clenched.

“We’re colonists of Baldric,” Ian said, “And Ch’ng and I represent the colonists.” 

There were murmurs of agreement from our original contingent. I wondered how they had got to the point where Ian was the official leader of us all without ever discussing it. Maybe it was a case of any port in a storm.

“You do? You’re in charge here?” Driscoll asked, his normal tone cutting through the much louder shouting.

“Yes,” said Ian, taking a tiny step forward to make his point. Ch’ng moved in to cover his left shoulder, seeming fine with ceding the leadership to Ian. 

I was impressed. The McIsaac blood was showing through. Ian had his father’s skills at inspiring a crowd. It was too bad that through Ead’s mistakes - and mine too, let’s not forget – he’d never be a planetary leader like he was born to be.

“Did you see those men in the cockpit?” Driscoll asked. “Go take a look.”

Ian raised an eyebrow in response, not moving.

“They thought they were in charge,” Driscoll said, his face grim.

“Do you see me looking worried?” Ian asked. He rolled one shoulder in a cocky motion that suggested he’d be happy to strike the first blow.

“No,” Driscoll said with a slight smile.

“Well, you should all be worried,” Mutambi broke in. “The Major has ordered us to wait the night here and then resume course for the colony, at which time he will deal out justice where needed.”

I wanted to look away; I was so embarrassed for Mutambi. He’d basically just shot himself in the foot with everyone here.

“The Major’s orders? How did he order you so quickly?” Driscoll hissed. Ian’s eyes narrowed, too, and both were looking at Mutambi with murderous eyes.

“I don’t have to explain myself to you!” Mutambi growled. I studied the ceiling. Man alive, how stupid was he? I guess that’s why he was the lowest rank possible.

Driscoll pulled a sidearm, pointing it at Mutambi’s forehead.

“Easy now,” I said quietly. Somehow it’s always a Matsumoto that has to work these things out. 

I leaned a shoulder forward and squeezed my body between them – one tiny sixteen-year-old in between three dangerous men. 

“He receives information from Command through his headpiece. This shuttle probably boosts his signal because his software can interface with it.” 

Ch’ng’s eyes narrowed as I spoke, and I tried not to frown. Oops. Tipped my hand a bit there. I turned to Mutambi.

“Even with that link, all the rest of his unit and the colony we are heading to are a long way from here.”

My implant map was reading us at almost ninety miles out, but I was already giving too much away without revealing to the whole shuttle that I had an exact map of the planet and knowledge of everyone’s location. 

“Besides which,” I turned to Ian, “We are losing numbers rapidly enough to shadows without turning on potential allies.”

The murmurs and voices had lowered – thankfully – but I’d drawn more attention than I would have liked.

“How do you know where Command is?” Private Mutambi asked.

“We were ninety miles out at our crash site. It’s not hard to do the math,” I said. “We’re all marooned here.”

Driscoll cursed.

“We still need to settle on who makes decisions. We won’t get very far with three leaders,” Ian said, with a challenge in his voice. Ch’ng’s eyes were approving. I wondered why he let a man as young as Ian talk for him. Did his background in crime show him things that I couldn’t see?

“No one is following you, colonist,” Mutambi said.

“You’re out-manned and out-gunned,” Driscoll said quietly, and Mutambi’s mouth formed a hard line.

“Then we’re still at an impasse, because none of us trusts you, old man,” Ian said to Driscoll. 

Driscoll chuckled.

“This is what they used to call a ‘Mexican stand-off.’”

“What’s a Mexican?” Mutambi asked.

“It means we need another option,” Driscoll said.

Ian looked around.

“I’m only seeing three options here, mister.”

“Then look down,” Driscoll said.

Ian’s eyes found me somewhere at his chest level, still gripping my flesh-ripper.

He cursed.

“Lord, no. She’s already ruined my life once.”

“Mine, too,” said Driscoll, to my surprise. “All the Matsumotos have.”

“Then why her?”

Driscoll shrugged. “None of us trusts her. She’s the odd one out. She won’t be partisan. And if she screws up we’ll just kill her and move on.”

Boy, way to charm a girl. He must have them swooning in every port.

“I can live with that,” Ian said, “If...”

Driscoll cocked his head.

“If I get to be the one to shoot her if she tanks things.”

Driscoll grunted a laugh. “Private Mutambi?” 

“I don’t condone the shooting of colonists,” Mutambi said, sticking to the script.

“And about the arrangement?”

“Fine. Just as long as she sticks to what Command orders.”

“Then we have an arrangement,” Driscoll declared. 

I could hear people breathing out as if they were trying to cause a carbon dioxide overload in the shuttle filters.

I rubbed the bridge of my nose. The burden of command. Just what I never wanted.

“We can’t go outside until light. Sleep if you can. Eat if you want to. We move out first light,” I said.

No one objected, but tension was still in the air. I disentangled myself from the middle of the shuttle and took up a place near the door, curled around the flechette gun. It made me look weak, but I didn’t care. I didn’t want anyone snatching it. I needed a plan before light. Fortunately, we had a lot of time. There were at least 20 hours of dark left. They would be just super-awesome in a crowded transport shuttle. I wondered if there was a bathroom.
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I reviewed the map carefully for the first time since arriving on Baldric. Now that I was semi-responsible for choosing a route I’d need to think carefully. We were in a set of rocky hills. To the southeast was the canyon we crossed with the waterfall. The main group from our crash was to the northeast, separated from us by rough terrain and a wide river. 

Actually, now that I looked at it, our splinter group had been just unlucky enough to find the only possible path that would have brought us to where we were currently. There was no other path down into the canyon that I saw, and north of the waterfall the river was fast flowing and deep. There seemed to be no place to cross safely. Lucky us.

The colony was north. A bridge, located a few kilometers south of the colony, was the only place where the others could cross the river. We could meet up with them there. 

How big was the colony? There was nothing available in my general databases or the shuttle’s databanks, which I queried. It had a flight path and location, but I already knew the location. It also had detailed colonist files, but those were encoded and locked. It was possible my implant could unlock them, given enough time, but it would only have info on Driscoll, Sammy and Schumner, and I was fairly certain I could figure out those three on my own.

I was still too anxious and nervous to eat although those around me cracked open e-rations and dug in. They smelled extremely unappealing, and this was not my first long stint without food. It would weaken me eventually, but with my nervous personality I’d learned fairly early on that missing food for a few days wouldn’t hurt much.

With the only possible plan decided in my mind, I tried to sleep. Around me others were doing the same, and someone even found a way to dim the shuttle lights. Might as well sleep while we could, not that I was expecting much since it was only a short time since I’d slept last. Amazingly, I drifted off.

It was just like last time I went to sleep. I floated in the back of Roman’s head, unable to change things or speak to him, but watching life through his eyes like the most immersive video ever made.

He was on another mission. He and his fellow marines were clad in black field uniforms and full assault gear. The blonde was giving them hand signals. They arranged themselves over a ventilation hatch and rolled out equipment in a synchronized dance born of training and unit cohesion. I was impressed by the professionalism they showed, especially compared to the ragtag group I was leading on Baldric. 

Roman was point man. I found myself stifling irritation. Why did they risk him first? He rappelled silently down a rope through the hatch and into a passageway that could be in a starship or a large building. Marines did practically all the Empire’s dirty work, and were constantly being used in all kinds of missions, so either one was possibility, although the lack of skinsuits suggested they were dirtside.

He cleared the passage and waited for the next marine to join him. It was Blondie. She gave him some sort of hand signal, but her eyes blazed with emotion. Affection? Loyalty?  

A possessive pang shot through my emotions. He was mine. My Roman. My guardian. Not anymore, I reminded myself, and the life he had now was a better one. If he could live it and find a future without me, I should be happy. I thought I might be in love with Roman, and if that were true, shouldn’t I wish him the very best, no matter what that meant for me?

Roman proceeded down the passage to a doorway. The rest of his fireteam filled the space behind him. He pulled a flash-bang out of his vest, opened the door and tossed it inside. I felt myself shy away from the bang, but Roman was cool. He followed it promptly into the room and trained his gun on the people on the floor. They were not damaged but covering ears and eyes from the explosive.

The fireteam filled the room, fanning out.

“Everyone stay down, and you will be spared,” Blondie ordered.

I needed to learn her name.

One of the marines strode to a console and started typing furiously. From where Roman was looking I assumed this was a lab of some kind. Scientific hardware was distributed on shelves and counters, and a few of the people on the floor wore lab coats. What could our marines be looking for here? Anything, really, now that I considered it. After all, we Matsumotos had been using the very best in biotech for the last few generations. Who knew how we got it. Maybe our own R&D people were supplemented by stolen information.

“I have it,” the marine at the console said in a deep baritone.

My eyes tried to focus on the prisoners. Roman wasn’t really looking at them, so it was hard, but something about them was bothering me. One had a synthetic arm. Another one had an upgraded biotech eye. Typical People’s Freehold body mods. Why did they bother me? One of the men without a lab coat or tech upgrades had a tattoo poking out of his sleeve.  I realized instantly what it was. He was a Free Radical, the extremist arm of the People’s Freehold (if anything could be considered more extreme than carving up your own body to “improve” it). 

Roman! Watch out!, I tried to call through our link, but with light-years between us I couldn’t send any sort of transmission.

The man reached for his hand with the other. Both hands looked like normal human hands until he twisted one 360°. 

I panicked, screaming into the implant.

Roman! Roman! Watch out! His hand. It’s a weapon!

I remembered the top secret briefing about the People’s Freehold Suicide Tech. Somehow I had thought – or maybe just hoped – I would never see it in person. 

Roman’s eyes shot like lightning to the man, focused on the hand, fired his nettlegun into the man’s head as his “hand” popped off and the other reached for a tiny touch screen in the wrist. His hand dropped, lifeless.

He’d heard me! Had he heard me? How could that be?

“What do you think you’re doing, Aldrin?” Blondie yelled.

Roman pointed wordlessly to the dead man.

Someone whistled. “Woooeeee, Aldrin! Saved our butts. Nice eye!”

I felt proud that for once I’d contributed something to him. After all the tight spots he’d gotten me out of it was good to do something in return.

“How did you know?” Blondie asked, her sculpted face puzzled.

“Who cares how he knew, Sarge, he’ll be promoted for this!” the whistler said.

Blondie nodded, but she still looked confused.

I faded back to my own world and opened my eyes. I felt a knot in my stomach that didn’t have anything to do with my situation on Baldric, and I found myself blinking back tears. I missed having a partner. Going solo wasn’t all that fun.

I frowned at my own stupid girly emotions and accessed the video logs. I wasn’t going back to sleep. All that had for me was heartache. Instead, I might as well make myself useful. Most of the others were asleep, but I curled up gingerly, wrapping my arms around my knees and stared intently at the video readout, allowing it to overlay my full vision.

The science went on and on. I was beginning to understand it since I’d been watching for so long. It started to get interesting when they talked about meeting ‘residents’ of the planet. They didn’t describe them and I got the impression that another group of scientists had been assigned the role of liaising with the local inhabitants. It was irritating to have holes in the data – especially when this was the data I was the most interested in. What they did say was that the natives were difficult to communicate with.

“We’ve developed a technology to help us communicate with them,” Dr. Sanderson was saying. She was a greying woman with a severe face, and she was so stereotypically a “scientist” that I almost yawned. “We’ve adapted it into nano-bots, which, when ingested, will write pathways in the brain. We’ve laced the food supplies with the bots, and will recommend that all future colonists have their e-rats laced with Compound VX-7. This should enable us to break the communications barrier so we can determine why they have been so opposed to subterranean exploration.”

Interesting. So, somehow the aliens had shown that they didn’t like humans going beneath their soil. And they were communicating in some way, but it was a way we couldn’t understand, so the scientists had resorted to neural pathway routing via nano-bots. It was old tech, and dangerous. The pathways, once made, could have untold effects on the human brain. 

We’d thought that this “pill learning technology” as it had been dubbed, was the future. It was only after people began popping pills to learn everything from university courses to how to manage their personal finances that we realized the dangers. A program that could instantly have you speaking another language might seem like magic at first, but when you suddenly couldn’t speak Standard, or even speak at all, it was a curse. 

Pills were recalled almost as fast as they had been produced as our mental wards began to stack up with patients, but it was too late for many, many victims. The awful side effects didn’t tend to show up for months or even years and they were totally unpredictable – one person might be only mildly affected while others could be howling at one of the moons.

Looking back, it was one of the most devastating failures of modern technology. My parent’s generation still had huge holes in it where our best and brightest had been cut down by the promise of the pill.  I was grateful that implant technology wasn’t the same way. It didn’t rewrite your brain, merely supplemented it with a computer. I didn’t run the risk of shorting out my own mind when I used that technology. I was also grateful that the pill had been removed from use before I was even born.

Idly, I pulled out a ration pack, thinking I might be able to eat after all. I glanced at the ingredients listed on the side, almost laughing at myself for my own paranoia. At the bottom of the list it was there in bold letters: Compound VX-7.

I felt my stomach drop, and my grip loosened at the same time. I dropped the e-rat pack on the floor. My hand flew up to cover my mouth, and the blood drained from my face. They were still lacing the rations of the colonists. What were they thinking? Or did they care? After all, we were nothing but prisoners and marines. All of us were expendable: walking ghosts before our time. I wanted to be sick.

The video was still playing on my vision and Sanderson was talking.

“The pills are having unexpected effects on our personnel...”

No kidding.

“We have made some gains in trying to communicate, but the aliens relentlessly continue to pursue any colonist that leaves the compounds. As crazy as it might sound, we wonder if it is...her... effecting them this way.”

Who could “her” be? A scientist? A colonist? Another alien? You’d think a scientist would be more precise. Unless, there was some reason that she couldn’t say the person’s name out loud. Maybe she didn’t know it? Or was it a political prisoner so sensitive that they couldn’t record the person’s name for fear that these records would someday confirm her presence here?

These videos left me with as many questions as I had answers. I ran a hand over my forehead, trying to wipe the nervous sweat forming. It didn’t help that Patrick Driscoll was quietly slipping over to where I was, careful not to wake the others sleeping all around him. He sat down beside me.

“So now we talk, Ms. Matsumoto.”
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“You’ve been killing my family,” I said. Sometimes the best diplomacy is truthfulness.

“That’s quite the accusation.”

“My cousin, Denise Matsumoto, was a young woman who just went through a terrible trauma.”

“Denise Matsumoto was one of the leaders of a system that systematically penalizes its citizens in order to keep them within its iron fist. Denise Matsumoto was breaking the laws her own family put into place. Denise Matsumoto was a representative of a family more interested in power than the needs of its people.”

Well, that was all true. We were definitely more interested in keeping power than protecting people. I learned that the hard way through my own experience with Roman. And the computer implant in my head was evidence that every one of us was breaking the law we made banning body modifications, so yes, we all broke the rules.

I still hated him for killing my friend.

“She was a young girl. She wasn’t culpable for the crimes you’ve listed.”

He cocked his head to the side.

“You are the same age she was. Are you culpable for your crimes?”

I didn’t answer.

“Because I notice that the Emperor has imprisoned you. And I watched the news report that showed your banishment to Capricornia before that. Both were punishments for crimes you committed, right?”

“Yes,” I said, through gritted teeth, and with my cheeks flaming.

“So, are you culpable?”

“Yes.” I have never denied that I deserved the punishments I’d been given.

“And therefore, Denise was also culpable, and I was right to hold her accountable.”

“No,” I said, fire in my eyes. “It’s not the same thing.”

“So your Emperor can dish out any punishments he pleases, but the people cannot?”

“I broke the law willingly and with knowledge of what I was doing. The crimes you accuse Denise of breaking are things she was born into.”

“So you are the result of the choices you make?” His eyes held a glint, like he was maneuvering me into something. The corner of his upper lip twitched.

“Yes.”

“What if those choices were never yours to begin with?”

I glared at him. He was suggesting I was a pawn being manipulated by my family and government.

“I am Vera Matsumoto. I am here because I chose to defy my family and our creed. I do not accept that I am a victim. I’m the one who made those choices.”

“Author of your fate? Pilot of your soul?” he asked, an ironic twist in his lips. “Don’t be so naïve.”

We sank into silence. I seethed with hatred for him. He looked at me with eyes of judgment and disgust.  I wanted to hit him with my fists, for all the good that would do. 

Download fighting program.

Sorry, there are no Matsumoto files for violence.

It was an extra-long shot. After all, we are prohibited from physical violence of any kind. It would never make sense to give us programs that would teach us those things when using them would mean immediate execution. Or, in my case, a long drawn out death of torture by a million tiny deaths.

“I hate you all. Even you, a tiny teenager. I hate you, too,” Patrick said, in a cold, distant voice.

“I am aware that you are a terrorist,” I said.

“I prefer the term patriot.” He stuck his chin out.

“So, to be clear, you’ll be happy when I die?”

“One more down. Only a few more to go.”

Only a few? How many of us had he killed already? I felt an icicle stab my spine. Things just kept getting brighter and cheerier around here.

“I thought you were already dead,” he said casually, but he darted a glance at me out the side of his eyes, and I realized that this was why he wanted to talk to me.

“I’m lucky, I guess.”

He laughed, and it sounded harsh.

“I meant that I thought you were dead because I saw it in the news. Complete with pictures. Your Emperor acted splendidly when he executed you in front of the cameras, walking the perfect line between a firm Emperor and a saddened cousin. It’s so hard to be the ultimate ruler and have to maintain the law even with your own blood. His fake concern made me want to throw up.” He flicked a hand, disparagingly. “Their special effects department must be superior to fool interplanetary news agencies. They check for that kind of doctoring.”

The blood drained from my face. Had Roman seen that? Did he believe it? What did he make of our body-mind-splitting? Did he think it was just a dream? A memory of a friend now dead?

I felt like I’d been kicked in the belly. A gasp escaped me. It was the little smile, dancing around the corners of Patrick’s mouth that made me pull myself together. He was enjoying my pain. I wanted to dish it back to him, but there were no Matsumoto files on violence. No Matsumoto files. Were there other files?

Are there other files in my implant not under the Matsumoto file headings?

There are the files downloaded from the Baldric facility.

I knew about those, obviously.

And the guardian files.

I couldn’t fully suppress the widening of my eyes. It had never occurred to me that the guardian files would be stored on my implant as well.

Access guardian files.

Access denied. Please input code.

I clenched my fist until my nails dug into my palm. They were password protected. But who would have set the password? It would be impossible to guess it without knowing that.

“You understand, then, what your family does?” Patrick asked, and I wondered if this was a first step in trying to turn me to his ‘side,’ whatever that was. It felt like turning an asset. That had been discussed in my training. Did he think that eight years of diplomacy training wouldn’t have included asset management?

I looked him directly in the eyes and spoke with deliberation.

“I understand my family, and what they do, better than you ever will.”

Nigel had used me as a pawn. Perhaps all my relatives had. But I was not that child anymore, and if Patrick Driscoll thought I would dance to his tune, he could think again.

He grunted, and stood up, weighing me with his eyes, but he said nothing. Round one went to me. About time I won at something, even if it was just possession of my own choices. Right now those choices were limited to how I would die, but it was better than letting him choose that.

He sauntered back to the other wall and pretended to go to sleep. I did the same. I needed time to process everything. This time I slept soundly and awoke to my implant pinging. It was planetary dawn and time to move out.

“Everyone up. Gear on. Masks on. We head out,” I said, to a chorus of grumbles. 

Well, they’d wanted a leader. I could ‘leader’ with the best of them.
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Chapter Thirteen


[image: image]


The shuttle door opened up to another gorgeous Baldric morning. Light filtered through the purple leaves as the first rim of the sun peeked over the edge of the horizon, leaving a golden glow behind the plum-toned leaves and milky white tree trunks. The striped grass swayed in a delicate wind and the dew brought out scents of flowers and plants unlike any I had ever experienced before. They were alluring and inspiring all at once, in stark contrast to the inhabitants of this dreadful place. My heart began to swell with a tiny spark of hope at the beauty, and then I took a step out, turning to the left and I saw the first casualty of last night. 

A grim spire rose into the air, glowing a sickly chartreuse in the golden dawn. At its base a man with dark skin and hair, like mine, and an identical skinsuit froze in the calcified rictus of his death. My hope turned to acid in my belly. I swallowed hard, glad I was avoiding the supplement-laced food. 

“This way,” I murmured, leading the colonists around the totem of death. I clutched my flechette gun in both hands. It wasn’t the most inspiring thing a leader could say, but I wasn’t feeling very inspirational.

“Not so fast,” Driscoll said from behind me.

I raised my eyebrows in a question. 

“Sammy goes up front, too,” he said, not even looking at the horror beside me.

I didn’t care where Sammy went. Guards posted in the front and rear had done nothing to help so far, so they could walk wherever they wanted for all I cared. Sammy hurried up to where I was, brandishing the other flechette, and I noted that Mutambi had his gun back, and Ch’ng had Fergus’. However that had been sorted out had been quiet enough that I’d missed it. At least no one had died over it.

Again, I wished I had access to that databank. I tried Edward’s name. He was my guardian when these systems were installed. If anyone had a code it was him. Roman hadn’t even known he had an implant before they set him loose to guard me, so he wouldn’t have access codes.

Code failure. Two more tries until complete system lock out.

Great. So I couldn’t guess randomly, I’d have to think it through carefully. Nothing was coming to me. Other than being a guardian, Edward cared about very little in this life.

Sammy and I led the way along a steep ridge, heading northwest. Ian and Ch’ng followed close on our heels. Driscoll and Mutambi were next and then the rest scattered themselves in a winding snake behind us. The space between my shoulder blades itched furiously with tension. I was worried with every step that someone was going to fire a few flechettes there. 

What in the world could Edward’s code be?

We had hardly gone a kilometer before I heard the echo. By now, I was beginning to suspect that it was not my implant acting up – or at least, if it was, then it was acting up in direct response to shadows appearing. It echoed in my skull so loudly that it was all I could do to hold on to my flechette gun, rather than put my hands to my ears. 

“Everyone keep an eye out for shadows,” I ordered.

“Shadows,” Sammy snorted, but I had noticed he wouldn’t look at that ghastly pillar back at the shuttle.

To try to distract from the echo I turned on the video play-back on my implant.

“They keep luring her to them, somehow, trying to trap her. It’s as if they know who she is, as if they are targeting her specifically, but why would they do that? We all have theories, but none of us will speak them out loud. Dr. Naro even asked her, but she refused to say what she thought. It is hard to complete our studies without all the information.”

No kidding. If only I had more information. Why hadn’t the aliens slaughtered us already? Why did they let us sleep in safety? What was the code to the implant databank?

We walked for two hours in silence, our eyes scanning the edges of the trees for shadows, as our feet found a path in the rocky terrain. Red inverted carets popped up and then disappeared from my sight. A part of me wished they would just get it over with although the rest of me was trying to strangle that part.

“They’re everywhere,” Sammy said eventually.

“Yes,” I agreed.

“Where?” Ch’ng asked from behind us, looking nervous.

“Don’t get jumpy, Ch’ng,” I warned. “No one wants to get shot in the back with that flesh-ripper.”

He ignored me.

“I still don’t see anything.”

“I think they’re trying to talk to me,” Sammy said in a strange way.

I looked at him piercingly. He seemed like the stereotypical marine, right down to the haircut, which was odd on a criminal. He held the gun like he planned to marry it later. Not a criminal, I reminded myself, a terrorist – and an effective one. Also a suspicious one.

“What are they saying?” I asked, humoring him.

“That they want me to fight them.”

“Well, I wouldn’t worry about that. All we’ve been doing is fighting them.”

“Not everyone,” he said, his eyes looking a bit wild, “Just me. It’s an honor thing.”

“That’s stupid,” I said. “I mean, die if you want, but there are thousands of them.”

We trudged along, now in silence. I think everyone was as worried as I was that Sammy would go off the deep end at any moment. Only Driscoll seemed unconcerned.  

It was four hours into our day that I ordered us to stop for a break. We drank, took care of business, they ate – I was still wary, and I took a break from my endless science recordings. I turned my thoughts to the password again,

Please input code, my implant said.

I was so distracted with racking my brain that I didn’t notice that Sammy had wandered off about sixty meters. He had left his pack behind, bringing only the flechette gun. I opened my mouth to call to him, but then I saw them. All around him was a ring of shadows. He stretched his muscles, rolling his shoulders, and they darkened, intensifying by the second.

“Sammy, you fool, get back here!” Driscoll cried from beside me.

Sammy ignored him, laying the flechette gun down. The rest of us were silent, fear of the shadows warring with fascination at a man committing suicide before our eyes.

“I need to prove myself, Mr. Driscoll,” Sammy said.

“Don’t be an idiot!” Driscoll yelled, but Sammy ignored him.

All at once the shadows closed in, and Sammy began to dance an intricate series of fighting stances, kicking, punching and whirling his way in and out of the shadows. They spurted their ink-like puffs of smoke at every hit, and widened as he fought hard, tightened when his intensity momentarily slipped. Together they were locked in a deadly dance. 

I wished I could fight like that. Edward’s words spoke clearly in my memory, ‘Don’t ever worry about fighting, Little Robin, I will always protect you.’

The memory was bittersweet. As much as I would love Edward’s protection right now, he would have been horrified at what I’d sunk to.

In a moment of inspiration I entered the code.

Little Robin.

His pet name for me. My heart lurched a little.

Access Granted.

I didn’t have time to celebrate. Sammy still danced his martial arts forms at impossible speeds, battling a large shadow in a ring of at least a dozen other shadows. Behind the ring hundreds more pressed in, waiting for their chance to duel him.

“Holy-” Ch’ng said. “He’s amazing. What did he do before he was sent here?”

“Revolutionary,” Driscoll grunted, his eyes never leaving his comrade. His voice broke at the end of the word and he cleared his throat and then spoke more gruffly. “And before than he was a high ranking Blackwatch marine.”

Mutambi whistled under his breath and I felt myself wanting to join him. Sammy was impressive. Why had he thrown so much talent away on a fool’s mission? As talented as he was, he was vastly outnumbered, and there was no way he could take them all. And then what? Would they turn on us? They had been shadowing us all this way, singing to Sammy, but leaving the rest of us alone. What would they do once he was a pillar of fungi? The thought made my palms sweat.

I surveyed the area. The ground before us climbed slowly to a shallow rise. If we had to stand our ground somewhere that would be the only place. It was open and rocky with only one large tree. The ground was covered in a swirling plant that looked like the inside of a purple cabbage, but it clung to the rocks and wouldn’t impede us. 

What were our options? Should we assist Sammy? There were too many. Should we flee? Maybe. Turn to the rise and set up a defensive position? That was probably our best bet – for now at least.

“We’ll set up a defensive position on that rise,” I said, pointing.

“Are you kidding me?” Shumner said, his eyes popping with emotion. “Sammy is down there and he needs our help!”

“Nothing we can do for him, lad,” Driscoll said quietly.

“We could set up a counter attack. Look how well he’s doing. We could distract them for him and he’ll win.”

I looked at the ranks of shadows. No one was going to win against them. The only hope was that they would be too distracted with Sammy to turn on us. Had they really called him to fight them? Why did they want that so badly? Could anyone guess the intentions of an alien mind?

One of the shadows shifted slightly, and I had a terrible feeling it was looking right at me.

“Run,” I whispered.

As if I’d shot off a flare gun, we ran. We hit the incline at our various top speeds. I noticed Driscoll had Sammy’s pack. We made it up the rise and gathered in a circle, backs to each other, facing out around the hill.

From where I stood, I could see Sammy clearly. He was still fighting, but his energy was fading.

Download fighting program.

Please choose program.

Martial arts and marksmanship fighting programs.

Downloading martial arts and marksmanship fighting programs. All other functions will be put on hold. Prepare mind for slaved function.

Oh shoot. I should have waited.

Wait!

Downloading...

Damn! Damn! Damn! I was too impatient and too desperate. This was really bad. 

I was now down to just half my usual brain power and no implant back up. All that brain space and implant function would be concentrated into downloading the programs. Yeah, we can do that. The public doesn’t know that Matsumotos can bypass years of training by using our illegal mental implants and just know things that should require hours of practice, but we can. It’s frowned on, but it’s possible. 

Is that fair? Not at all. We’re Matsumotos. Matsumotos are not fair.

Sammy stumbled. The shadow closed in. I waited for a yellow fungus to erupt into the sky. Instead, he – faded. That was the only word for it. He faded into a shadow. Somehow, rather than leaving him as permanent compost, they had absorbed him into their ranks.

I shuddered. Somehow this was worse.

“What happened to him?”

“Did they just eat him?”

“I think he’s one of them, now,” said Ian with a sideways glance at me. Yeah. That’s right, Ian. I absorbed him, didn’t I? I made him swear fealty.

I needed to think, but I couldn’t think. 

Downloading...

Sammy’s death had been like some sort of honor battle. It was like they were recruiting him, rather than killing him. Is that what this is about? To test us? To recruit us? 

The echo in my implant was getting worse. Louder. Almost, I could hear words shaping.

I focused inward, meditating, trying to clear my brain. Maybe if I gave my implant more room to work with it could download quicker. I was a leaf floating on the current. I focused inward. It worked for a moment, and I felt the implant taking over more of my conscious brain, but then a voice crept in.

“Vera?”

My eyes snapped open, and the calm was gone. I felt like I was trying to think through a thick cloud. The strangest thoughts floated out of the blackness, but the things I was trying to focus on kept skittering away.

The shadows were still below us. I couldn’t think. Delegate. I needed to delegate.

“Ian,” I said, “Take the lead. Get us out of here as fast as possible.”

Now why did I choose him? A memory echoed in my mind:

“Enter into our Empire with the blessing of the Matsumotos. We will defend you and yours in so far as law and justice allows. We will keep you and yours in the manner of all our citizens. Our laws shall bind you. Our military protect you. You shall be our vassal, but also our son. By the true honour and the seal of our word we bind you to us today. Welcome.”

I remembered Ian swearing fealty to the Throne of Blackwatch, but it was me who had received that vow. I had taken him on as a responsibility that day. I should have remembered that. It didn’t matter that he wanted to kill me. That happened when you were royalty. I still needed to defend him and protect him. He was my responsibility.

He issued orders with a glimmer of satisfaction in his eye. Somehow he thought he’d won some sort of competition here. Little did he know that I had just remembered my obligation – and his. I fell in behind him, and we once again ran from shadows. Down below us, they were still occupied with whatever they were doing around what remained of Sammy. 

Driscoll fell in beside me. We were tucked in tight behind Ian and I saw his ears prick when Driscoll began to speak.

“Why him? We made you leader for a reason,” he said.

“Ian McIsaac is my vassal, though he may have forgotten,” I said, “As such he owes me his loyalty, and I owe him my trust.”

Ian spat, not bothering to turn around.

“I’d forgotten that, but I remember it now,” I said.

“Still playing Matsumoto, then?” Driscoll asked.

“Not playing. It’s only playing if it isn’t real. I’ve tried to reject my blood and my duty, but I think I got it wrong.”

“Wrong?” He lifted an eyebrow.

“I think I didn’t take it far enough.”

“How far is enough?”

“For now, far enough is remembering my duty to McIsaac here. From now on, he’s under my protection.”

“Fat lot of good that will do,” Shumner muttered from behind Driscoll.

I shot him a look, daring him to remember our first meeting, and he shut up.

Download complete.

I felt a thrill of delight as my mental processes came back. My Tactical Interface snapped back in place, showing us running along the map. 

“Veer a little easterly,” I told Ian. 

His face went hard, but he did it.

The warmth of anticipation filled me. I couldn’t wait to try out my new skills. I noted that a tiny crosshair icon had been added to my Tactical Interface. It must be for the marksmanship download. 

“Why aren’t the shadows here yet?” Ian wondered aloud.

“They’re still assimilating Sammy,” Driscoll said, “I guess they want the best and the brightest, so watch out because they’ll be after me next.”

“Don’t flatter yourself,” Ian replied.

Oxygen supplement at 17%, my implant reminded me.

I blinked. I had forgotten all about our air supply.

“Everyone check your air read outs,” I said. “Call them out.”

Numbers were called out. The highest was 21% The lowest was 14%. That was bad. I checked the map. It was six hours by my estimation before we reached the colony. Did we have six hours of air? Maybe, but probably not. We’d be spending the last leg of the trip in local atmosphere. I wished I’d paid more attention when the scientists listed the signs of oxygen toxicity.

“Are we going to find somewhere to fill up on air before the colony?” Ch’ng asked.

I shrugged. 

“You know the planet as well as I do.”

“What happens if we run out?”

“We breathe local atmosphere, which is too oxygen-rich.”

“Isn’t oxygen good?” he asked.

“Sometimes you can get way too much of a good thing,” Ian muttered from in front of me. 

I was pretty sure there was a double meaning there, and I felt a blush creeping up on my cheeks. I wouldn’t call myself a “good thing” but too much of me had spoiled both Ian and Roman’s futures. Driscoll was watching me closely, trying to pick out my reaction to Ian’s words. I betrayed nothing.

My mind raced. Where were the shadows? When would they attack next? Was the conquest of Sammy enough to satisfy them for now? And what would our depleting air quality mean when they finally attacked again? Too many questions, but the throbbing in my temples told me that I’d know those answers soon enough.
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Chapter Fourteen
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We walked for two more hours in silence, and I used that time to listen to the scientific recordings. I was making progress, with only a few more to go when they grabbed my interest again.

“Subterranean Exploration resumed,” a man with slick black hair, a lab coat and a nameplate reading ‘Dr. Baker’ said. “We picked up where our predecessors ended.”

Uh oh. That hadn’t gone well last time. 

“We began drilling but hit large gas pockets. Once they are burned off we will commence drilling...”

“Hiro Matsumoto killed the woman I loved,” Patrick Driscoll said, suddenly.

I looked at him, surprised and struggling to focus with the excited voice of the scientist in the background. Whether I listened to him or Driscoll I’d be missing something important. Oh well, I could always listen to the scientist again later.

“Matsumotos don’t kill,” I said with no expression.

“Oh no,” Driscoll agreed, “nothing to sully those lily white hands of yours. No, you send agents and marines to do your killing. And you are ruthless. Who really kills? The one with the gun, or the one who orders it?”

What was the point of this questioning? I was in no place to change the Matsumotos now. They had removed me from the family and were all hoping I’d die.

“When I killed it was with a gun,” I said, still expressionless.

“Yes,” said Driscoll. And for some reason it seemed like this was his point.  “Have you ever thought of being Emperor, Vera?”

The question was identical to the one Roman had asked me months ago. I paled, remembering my answer. Of course I hadn’t. I was a cousin, not in the line to become Emperor. Roman said that was because I was brainwashed. 

“It’s the farthest thing from my mind,” I said, distracted again by the recording.

“We can’t explain it. Animals are disappearing. Birds. All life. They faded in front of our very eyes. What can make a five hundred kilo animal fade into a shadow while you are looking at him?” 

The scientist’s voice rose to a terrible pitch, and I shuddered. They’d seen animals made into shadows. I scanned the surrounding trees. No birds. Had there been birds here? Animals? Why hadn’t I noticed that there were no animals? That was really stupid, Vera.

“Are my questions making you angry? You feel you aren’t a Matsumoto anymore? It’s not something you can abandon like an old pair of socks.”

Driscoll had misread the situation entirely. I was still scanning the landscape, racking my memory for if I’d seen anything else in these woods except shadows.

“In fact, by the end of the month you and Nigel Matsumoto will be the only living Matsumotos in all the universe.”

I spun to face him, my eyes narrowing to slits. “You can’t know that.”

“Now I have your attention,” he seemed pleased.

“Is that why you allowed yourself to be captured, Driscoll? To make sure I die here? I don’t think you have much to worry about.”

He laughed, “You have a pretty high regard for me if you think I allowed myself to be captured. No, I didn’t, but this is an opportune time.”

I stepped back, aiming the nettlegun at him, my heart pounding.

He laughed again, and around us people sped up, hoping to leave us behind if we were planning to fight. We fell to the back of the line.

“I’m not planning to kill you, Vera. No, I want you to see why your people hate you and everything you stand for.”

“If you want humility, believe me, I’ve had so much humble pie lately that it’s pouring out my ears,” I said dryly.

“Good. That’s what you’ll need.”

“I need humility and a further sense of my own failure in order to die on Baldric? Hardly. It will kill us all, the virtuous along with the vile,” I said.

“We fear that our actions have split the planet irreparably. I’ve never seen anything like it in all my time here. I didn’t even know it was possible to split the soul of a planet in two. Planets don’t have souls! We can see residents, now that we know what to look for. They are fading just like the animals, and they are everywhere...”

“No. But maybe once you realize your place you will think about helping us.”

“Helping you kill Matsumotos? I’m not sure if you’ve noticed, but I have a bit on my plate already, and I’m not much of a killer.”

He gave me an assessing look. 

“So far you’ve been killing just fine. And no, that’s not what we’re interested in. We’re interested in changing Blackwatch society forever.”

“Well, I’m all for that,” I said, still distracted by the video, “but I’m not sure how much good I’d do you as a revolutionary. I’m a touch recognizable.”

“It’s gone horribly wrong. We never could have predicted this. They’ve got Baker, and now...”

She screamed horribly then, as a shadow slid over her and a brilliant yellow fungus started to spurt out her nose, climbing into the air. 

“That’s a very good trait... for an Emperor,” Driscoll said, and my eyes snapped to his face as the video silenced in my head.

“What?”

“Revolutions come and go, and people usually just kill the revolutionaries and install someone exactly like the former corrupt regime to take their place. I don’t want to be dead for nothing,” Driscoll said. Some strong emotion clouded his eyes, but I couldn’t tell what it was. “An heir who brings change – change that’s legitimate and that will actually work to benefit all the people. And no one has to die except Nigel Matsumoto.”

“And how do you plan to kill all the other Matsumotos and put me on the throne?” I said with a wry curve to my mouth.

“Think about it,” Driscoll said.

Near the front of the line people started yelling and stopped. Driscoll and I caught up.

“Command is under attack, that’s why we have to hurry. We need to back them up!” Fergus said.

“With five guns? Yeah, we’ll be stellar back up,” Ian said, red-faced.

“Stop arguing and go,” Fergus said, gesturing to the north.

“What’s going on here?” I asked, coolly.

“Command called,” Mutambi addressed me. His jaw was jutting out more than usual. “They are under attack and they need us to pick up the pace and join them.”

“We’re already going as quickly as we can,” I said, “or at least we were before this argument.”

“But we’re heading towards the colony, not Command,” Private Mutmabi said.

“We’re both headed towards the colony.”

“We need to change directions and go straight towards command.”

“We already settled this, we can’t cross the river. “

“They’ve already crossed up ahead and we can meet them on this side.”

“We’d be flying blind, we have no idea where they are,” I said, although it wasn’t technically true, since I still had a green inverted caret blinking on my map for them.

“I know. I can see it on my eyepiece computer.”

“Handy,” Ian said, “That you would be the only one to get us there, and we will have to follow your lead.”

Mutambi’s voice grew louder, “No more handy than you being given the right to lead when you were not the one chosen!”

“Enough,” I said, quietly. “We’ll course correct to meet them a little further out from the base, but we can’t afford to lose air making a beeline for them.  Ian, take us more that direction.” I pointed. “And Mutambi, I designated Ian to take point.”

“Whatever,” Mutambi said, and I could tell by his glare that I’d be seeing retribution if we ever met up with Command.

We picked up the pace over the hilly landscape, which was still mostly open and sparsely treed, but growing thicker as we moved.

I scanned the waving grasses and solitary trees, thinking about how silent the land felt now that I knew about the birds and the animals. What sort of terrible thing had our scientists done that turned life on this planet into shadows? And what had kept us from becoming shadows, too...except for Sammy, who shared that fate.

We were moving quicker and quicker by mutual consent without anyone speaking, our pace almost at a jog. We came up over a ridge and spread out as we moved into a dip beyond. Ian led with the marines right behind him. Driscoll and I had drifted to the rear again. He had a look in his eyes that said we were going to have another talk. 

“Faster!” Mutambi urged Ian from up ahead, and I rolled my eyes. Was I seriously going to have to go up there? They were well ahead now, halfway up the hill, and I was the only straggler still at the base of the hill. Maybe I should have eaten something. The wind was picking up and Ian’s response was lost to me.

It was in that chaotic moment that they came. A herd of shadows galloped around the hill we just came from, surging through the dip. I ran towards the hill, but they were faster, surrounding me with their galloping bodies, and sweeping me up in their movement. Jostled from one spot to the next, they compelled me to follow the tide of bodies surging east.

Ian yelled something from the hillside and looked like he was going to come after me. For a moment there was a look of actual concern in his eyes. Driscoll looked on, his mouth a hard line. He was a realist.

“Go! Forget me!” I yelled, over the wind. 

Ian took two steps back towards me.

“GO!” I shouted, putting all my will into my face and voice. 

He stopped, seeming unsure of what to do, and took a step forward. Driscoll ran up the hill, put a hand on his shoulder, and whispered in his ear. They both looked at me with their mouths set in grim lines and then turned and ran up the hill. I tried my best to keep on my feet in the surge of bodies thundering by, but I was out of control, watching as my link to humanity ran on without me.  
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Chapter Fifteen
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Ian glanced back one more time before disappearing over the hill, but by then I was almost out of sight, propelled by muscular shadow bodies. How in the world could something as insubstantial as a shadow cause a stampede, or carry a person along? 

I had no time to think about that. I was focused only on keeping my feet and surviving the press of bodies. From the surrounding tumult various shadow-parts emerged. My new acquaintances looked like a herd of rhinos, but larger and with strange, mane-like coverings over their backs and shoulders. The features shone when the light hit them, but the rest of the time they were as opaque as velvet. I found my own terror and loneliness overwhelmed by fascination with them. 

I was being pushed towards one of the behemoth trees. As we passed underneath, I reached up and grabbed a thick limb, wrapping my arms and legs around the sleek bole, monkey style. Amethyst leaves brushed my arms and face from lower branches, and I tucked in as tight as I could to my new anchor. Eventually the press of bodies ceased, and the rumblings of their passing cleared. I untangled by limbs and dropped down to the ground into a clump of stripy grass.

At the base of the tree one shadow creature was left. All the rest had stampeded away. The sole straggler looked like he was grazing on the shadows of the grass. Watching the black shadow feasting on the shadows of the grass twisted my mind. I kept trying to a source for the shadow creature, even though I knew there was none to be found - at least not anymore. 

Had we really drilled into the soul of the planet and somehow unleashed a spiritual crisis? If my clan had committed no other crimes, this one alone would be enough to condemn us. I was growing weary of bearing the guilt for crimes I had not committed and knew nothing about. More than anything I wished I could just opt out of it all, but it seemed the only opt-out was death. And maybe even that wouldn’t be the end. Maybe the Matsumotos – the whole wretched lot of them – would just haul me back and require me to pay the penance for their many sins as well as my own. 

“You’re lucky you don’t have to deal with this mess,” I told the shadow beast. 

Glints in his shadow revealed six powerful legs, an armoured hide, thick horns and a heavy mane of hair running from neck to tail along his spine and spilling over his back. He was almost the size of a ground-car, or a very large specimen of Earth Elephant. I idly thought that a rider could comfortably sit on that mat of hair and even have a handhold to grip. 

Would you take a rider, though? That’s the question.

I accidentally slipped into the channel, my mind distracted by weighing the huge, but calm, shadow-beast before me.

He perked up and looked at me. My eyes widened, and I repeated what I said, to see if he would react again. Could he hear me?

Would you take a rider?

Such a silly thing to send a computer-connection based message to a creature made of shadow and light. In response, he walked right up to me, huffing puffs of shadow out of his great nose right into my face. My heart sped. The terror of being eye to eye with a massive beast was in no way lessened by his strangeness.

He bobbed his head once and snorted.

Well, there were a lot more ways to die. I should know. This was certainly not the worst. I put out a hand and laid it gently on his nose. He snorted. I was shocked to find my hand did not pass through him. I shouldn’t have been surprised. If anything, the stampede had proved these were no ordinary shadows, but I couldn’t help myself. I gasped.

Time to take a risk. I carefully edged to his right, my hand gently tracing the side of his body as I edged closer. When I reached his first shoulder I grasped a foot-long tuft of shadow-hair, took a deep breath, steadied myself mentally, and then hauled myself onto his back. I expected bucking and hollering. Instead, he went on eating shadow-grass. 

I blinked. Well that was easy. He must have been trained to ride. My belly churned with acid at the thought of those thousands of shadow people charging into our ranks mounted on these. It was a horrible idea that went on for way too long before I squelched it. 

I was riding a shadow. It was an enormous shadow that was more intent on eating than anything else, and that apparently, could hear my thoughts. It was alien. That thought made me laugh. The only normal thing about this world was that it felt alien. He was surprisingly solid under me, and where I sat his body was completely opaque. At his head and behind me things were a little translucent, though, and I swallowed. If it wasn’t one thing on Baldric making your belly churn with worry, it was another. 

Move out, I tried, and he lifted his head. I’d like to go that way, I said, picturing the path in my mind. He ambled forward, not in a hurry, but in the right direction. My eyebrows were fighting to see which could reach my hairline fastest.

An intriguing idea occurred to me. I had a mount. Everyone thought I was dead. I had a backpack of provisions and a water filter. I could ride off into the sunset, free of being a prisoner, a killer, and a Matsumoto. I pictured myself roaming the hills of stripy grass, yellow stone, and purple leaves. It looked good. Until I ran out of air. And the shadows surrounded me and added me to their mushroom farm...

I guess that option was never really an option. I sighed and asked, Any chance we can pick up the pace?

The rhino sped up. I aimed him mentally towards the flashing inverted carets ahead and checked the command channel. It was all combat talk in code. I could probably translate it if I concentrated, but I thought my skills were better spent hurrying towards them. After all, I still had one of the few guns left.

We were moving at a good pace, not so fast that I was having trouble balancing, and not too slow to be useless. I was about to double check my map when my vision glazed over and a monochrome view from Roman’s eyes overwhelmed my rhino ride. It must be stress that triggers this, but it was unfathomable as to how.

He was fighting someone – terrorists? – and his unit was being forced back. I couldn’t help but wonder if it were Patrick’s men. They were in torn-up buildings that looked like some sort of blast had hit them. I saw no dead bodies or civilians. It looked like warehousing that had been abandoned even before it was torn apart. 

“Where are they?” Roman muttered, stress evident in his voice. My heart leapt at the chance to hear it again.

“Sergeant, they’re on our flank!” someone said.

I expected the blonde to acknowledge, but it was Roman who did. He must have been promoted...again. That was extremely rapid, if it were true. How fast were we losing marines to have to maintain such fast mobility through the ranks?

“Understood. Keep them off us while we wait for Anton and Yukiro.”

Something shook the building and rubble crashed out of Roman’s sight line. Gunfire started again, and Roman’s head popped up over a window ledge as he started firing. The freck freck freck of the flechette gun dominated my hearing and a pair of marines came limping into sight, one mostly carrying the other. The one being carried was the blonde. Her uniform looked wet. As they ran she left red droplets on the concrete under their feet.

Roman paused in shooting as they went by and then started firing twice as quickly, clearly trying to distract the enemy.

They were hauled into the door by another marine, and then Roman raced to the blonde, yelling, “Keep the cover fire up. Don’t give them a break.”

“What happened?” he asked the marine carrying the blonde. She looked bad, close to dead.

“They came out of nowhere. Hit the LT with fire. I got her out, but she’s not responding.”

Roman took her from the other marine’s arms.

“Ashlyn,” he said, quietly, the affection in his voice hidden from everyone but me, “Ashlyn, wake up!”

Her eyes flickered open. Pain was predominant, but there was love in those eyes. I knew that look. Even with her inches from death I had to fight down envy at the woman who dared to love my Roman.

“Roman. I have so much to say.” Her words were barely audible, even with his face so close to hers.

He pressed his forehead to hers. “Save your energy.”

“I need you to know I’ve never seen anyone like you, ever, and I’ve fought with the best marines in Blackwatch.”

Well, that was likely true. Roman was worth his weight in banned technology. 

“Stay away from the Matsumotos. Don’t let them do to you what they’ve done to the rest of us,” her voice was failing. Great. She’d warned him away from me with her dying breath. 

“Don’t go, Ashlyn.”

His breath was ragged. Sobs were close to the surface. I found myself overcome by a grief that wasn’t even mine. 

“I love...” she began, but her words faded and the light of her eyes faded, too.

I swallowed, and saw great splashes fall on her face. Roman’s tears. I thought he’d said he’d cried all his tears out years ago. I guess they came back for her. 

I love you, too,  I thought, and I felt him freeze.

He was gone as quickly as he’d arrived, leaving me with tears pouring down my face as I rode a lumbering alien herbivore.  I didn’t know if I was crying for her, or for his pain, or for my own broken heart. I was so damn tired of feeling. I just rode on, tracking the inverted caret, and rubbing my dripping nose on my sleeve.  I wanted to punch something really hard. I figured that if I kept riding, I’d eventually get my chance.
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Chapter Sixteen
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I rode a full twenty more minutes before I saw the two inverted carets merge on my map. Our lost splinter group had finally found Command. Were they battling together now? What would Driscoll think of that? Or Ian? Worse, what would Major Reynolds do to them when Mutambi got a chance to report? I didn’t include myself in the worrying. I was past worry for my own well-being. It was entirely possible that I was already dead and in hell. It would explain a lot.

I was finding the Baldric rhino a pleasant companion. He was mercifully quiet and inexplicably comfortable. What should I call a near-rhino from Baldric? A Baldro? Bad. A Rhinric? A bit better.

Rhinric? I tried it out. He didn’t buck me off, so I figured it was ok.

It was still twenty minutes, approximately, until we’d meet up with their inverted carets. I prepared myself, unslinging the nettlegun and re-checking the read-outs and safeties. I repositioned my pack and adjusted the straps. I loaded the marksman program and let the crosshairs remain over my vision. I scanned the terrain. We had slowed to a walk as the trees grew thicker. Rhinric was squeezing through the heavy brush with little trouble, doubtless used to it. Visibility was poor. I wouldn’t see them until I was right on them. 

I wasn’t wrong. Long minutes later, I heard them while I was still seeing only thick purple leaves and smooth, white trunks. There were screams – of course, because this is Baldric – and shouting and nettlegun fire. I felt a little antsy. Rhinric might survive nettlegun fire, but I certainly would not. I wondered how I would convince my own allies not to shoot me.

We pushed past a tangle of thick branches and Rhinric pulled up short. I swayed, balancing and gripping his hair firmly in one hand. We were on the edge of a bluff, looking down over a wide plain. I could see the river far in the distance from here, but below me was nothing but yellow rock and black-and-white grass. It was a different variety than the stuff I’d encountered before. It was in patches of black and patches of white and grew in a strange zigzag fashion. I wasn’t a botanist, though, so what riveted my attention was the humans below me on the plain. They were fighting hard, surrounded by shadows. Speckling the plain to the east, out over the expanse leading to another forest, and then rolling out towards the river, I saw a pathway of chartreuse pillars. 

The position of the human victims painted the picture precisely. It looked like it had been a long fighting march for our counterparts. Worse, their numbers had dwindled to the point where both my original group and the rest of the humans from our ruined starship were the same number strong. There was just shy of two dozen humans left below me.

Usually, I think for myself, but the timing seemed a bit urgent.

Pick us a least-time, safe route to the inverted carets,  I told my implant and then immediately steered Rhinric down the path my implant spat out. 

The path was rocky and steep, but the computer had calculated the angles based on the ability Rhinric had shown so far, and the path was attainable for him. I held on and didn’t look too closely at the height. Heights make me nervous.

What happened next must have looked strange from the outside. To me, battling just one more obstacle in a series of impossible tasks it seemed like just another thing I survived, but I gathered from what I saw later that it looked rather different on the other end of things. Major Reynolds had his eyepiece set to record and when I found the recording later it looked something like this:

They were battling impossible odds, losses piling in too rapidly to keep an accurate count. The reinforcements arrived, but brought little in the way of firepower or manpower.

“This is it?” Reynolds asked Private Mutambi.

“I’m sorry sir, but it is,” he said, the running battle still taking place behind them.

They continued to fight, taking heavy losses, their visibility impaired by the fungus towers that kept popping up with every loss.

Then, from far off they heard a bugling sound.

“It sounds like those animals from the stampede,” Ch’ng said from nearby. He sounded strained. Even toughened criminals found Baldric upsetting.

“Good. Maybe they’ll distract the shadows and we can make up some ground,” Fergus muttered.

They fought on, but now the enemy gave ground. There seemed to be no reason for it. The human line had weakened, but the enemy was being drawn away from them, rather than pressing in. 

“It must be a trap! There’s nothing out here to weaken them but us, and we sure as hell aren’t pressing them!” Fergus said, desperation and confusion warring in his tone.

“There’s nowhere else to go. Push towards their retreat!” Major Reynolds ordered, and push they did. 

The shadows fell back. Something behind their ranks was slaughtering them. 

“Could it be another stampede?” Ch’ng asked Ian.

And then something emerged.

A tiny woman, her long black hair flying like a flag every time she whipped her head back and forth rode on a massive beast built of shadow. He bugled as he ran, smashing into the shadow humans, and pawing them under his feet, a terrifying visage of death. 

The woman was worse. She fired her gun into one alien shadow after another, her fire so precise that each shadow only needed a tiny burst of fire to scatter and dissolve. Their numbers were so great that despite the Rhino-shadow’s aggression some still managed to launch themselves onto her beast. She fought them hand to hand while riding, taking them out with elegant martial arts moves, almost like she was programmed by a computer and not human at all.

Her fight was over in seconds. Once she and her alien beast had slain almost a hundred shadows, the beast bugled once again and the shadows ran, retreating en masse at her coming.

“Matsumoto!” someone from beside Reynolds breathed, reverence in his voice.

“Unlikely,” Reynolds said, but he didn’t sound sure.

“Did you know she could do that?” Ch’ng asked, his eyebrows battling to reach his hairline.

“No. But it’s exactly the kind of thing she would do,” Ian replied, sounding proud for some reason.

“Matsumoto. Matsumoto.”

The name echoed on tongue after tongue.

She rode up to the Major, flinging off her mask but holding her nettlegun pointed upwards in a practiced manner. 

The camera wavered, as if he had almost bowed to the woman with the wild hair and commanding eyes, but he restrained himself.

But that was how the story played out in the recording.

To me it was more of a flurry of fighting and letting the program direct my aim and my fighting motions. I was surprised and pleased that Rhinric decided to fight with me, feeling a surge of affection for the rhino, and I felt more than a little remorse for every nettle I fired and every being I hit. 

Could I comfort myself that they may not be living, having turned into shadows of what they were? Maybe, but it felt like no comfort to me. I may have broken the taboo against violence enough to commit it, but my heart mourned as I rode up to Major Reynolds and stripped off my mask, nettlegun in my hand. 

The shadows were routed for now, whether because of Rhinric’s defection or to reassess. I knew they would return once they had decided on a new course of action. I had bought my fellow humans a little time, and that was all.

“Ms. Matsumoto,” Major Reynolds addressed me warily.

“Major Reynolds.”

“Are you for us or against us?” he asked.

“I would hope what I did just now proved I care about the humans on this planet.”

“That is not the same thing.”

I shrugged. Was I for them? Not exactly. Was I against them? Not right now. It seemed like my allegiance was rather based on how things went from here.

“I’d like to keep Rhinric with me,” I said, “He’s a formidable deterrent.”

Reynolds smiled, but it didn’t look friendly. He aimed his nettlegun at my chest.

“I know what that whirring means, Ms. Matsumoto. It means you are out of ammo.” I looked at the read-out on the gun. I hadn’t even noticed the whirring. “Get down off that shadow. Hand over the nettlegun and fall in line with the other prisoners.”

I weighed my options. I really wouldn’t mind dying right now, but if I was reasonable maybe there would still be a time some day when I could resolve some of the things that were bothering me. I complied.

Rhinric lowered his head and followed me as I placed my gun at Major Reynold’s feet. 

“He seems very attached to you,” Reynolds said, and I glanced behind me at Rhinric, with a slight smile. He was probably my favorite thing  - or person for that matter – on this whole planet and I’d only known him an hour, give or take.

Everything went black.
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Chapter Seventeen
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I woke with a splitting headache in a room I hadn’t been in before. It looked like a command room, like the command deck on a starship or a large military planning room. There were screens with data readouts, maps, and what looked like footage from security cameras. Various data entry stations were located near the screens and five doors dotted the walls. At the center of the room was a large crescent-shaped table with slots for personal data readers. They all looked like they were functioning. After the last few days of schlepping through the jungle in a neo-barbarian state, it felt homey to see some usable technology everywhere. 

That’s where the homey feeling ended. I was behind a force field on a three meter by three meter raised platform. What it was originally for was uncertain, but it was effectively a jail cell for me. My backpack was gone. There was no sign of Rhinric or most of the other prisoners. At the table were marines, and the man I recognized as Dr. Daniels from back on the crashed ship.

It was a strange place to locate a jail cell, particularly since I could hear everything they said from where I was. It must have been their only option.

I suppose I could have yelled out, “Where am I?” or “Why did you do this to me?” or even the classic, “Do you really think you’ll get away with this?” but I was too world-weary for that. Besides, I already knew the answers to all those questions. We were at the colony, which was still somewhat intact. They did it because I am a Matsumoto and was acting like one. And yes, they would get away with it.

I held my tongue, settling instead for watching and listening and lying still on the floor where I woke up.

A small sound made me glance to my right. Patrick Driscoll was beside me, also contained in the “sensitive prisoner area” or whatever this was. His back was to the wall, and he looked fairly comfortable, but his things had also been taken.

He winked at me, and I shrugged. I pulled myself to a sitting position. 

The marines were eating e-rations. Unlike me, they hadn’t done their research. My belly rumbled painfully and I tried to embrace the pain. It meant I wasn’t being slowly poisoned.

“So you’re telling me we don’t have any communications to anything outside Baldric?” Reynolds asked a lieutenant beside him.

She had her short black hair slicked back under her beret. I felt a moment of surprise at seeing another female face. 

“Not unless we make a return journey to the El Dorado and try to route a link manually through there.”

“Impossible,” Reynolds said with a shake of his head and a sour expression. “Keep trying from here, Lieutenant Minami.”

“Yes, sir,” she said, but her expression betrayed her doubt.

Establish link with any computers in the area, I ordered my implant.

Establishing link...

“Have we encountered anyone on the base yet?”

“No one, sir.”

“And no record of where they have gone?”

“Nothing obvious,” Lieutenant Minami said, “We need time to go through the records thoroughly.”

“Do it. Someone on this planet caused the crash of our ship. Someone had the ability and wherewithal to do that. I want that person found.”

“Yes, sir,” Minami said.

“What do we do about them?” Private Fergus said, motioning to Driscoll and I. I noted there was some respect in his eyes when he looked at me. I hadn’t seen a look like that since Ian swore fealty. It felt...good, I guess. It made me feel warm. 

“I will deal with prisoner interrogation personally,” Major Reynolds said.

Doctor Daniels frowned.

“And the others?” Private Fergus asked.

“We can trust them to know what’s in their best interest, and our numbers are down. Until the situation is stabilized we’ll treat them like recruits and have them help guard the facility. There are a lot of ways in and not all can be permanently sealed.” 

Smart man. Practical. Could I do anything with practical? Maybe. 

“Private Mutambi is supervising the first shift,” Major Reynolds continued,  “Private Fergus, you and Private Tsukino will take charge of the other two shifts. Watch our backs as we sort this out.  Lieutenant, I need you combing those records for intel. Do it here in the control room so I can contact you if needed. Sergeant Spencer is amassing armaments. Most of the stuff here has been destroyed by the elements. There are some rounds our guns can use, but repair and cannibalization on the weapons is his top priority until we can figure out our exact situation here. We meet back here in three hours. Everyone be prepared to report. Dismissed.”

They scattered in an orderly and efficient manner – everything you would expect from Blackwatch Marines. Major Reynolds turned his gaze to Dr. Daniels.

“Any idea on what we’re dealing with out there, Doctor?”

“Semi-transparent shadows? I don’t know. I need to research more. The Rhino will help. I also took samples from our fallen, and the fungi growing out of their remains. I’ll brief you as soon as I have something.”

“Perfect.”

The Doctor picked up the trash from his e-rats and left like the others. I noted that Patrick had eaten some as well, based on the empty wrappers in our little zone. They still smelled appealingly of food and I wondered if my hunger strike was wise. Soon I would start suffering the ill-effects of not eating. I was already feeling irritable from the loss of calories. Maybe I should consider eating the rations, laced or no. I’d think about it.

Major Reynolds grabbed a pack of e-rats and some water and sauntered over to us. His movements seemed off, like he wasn’t used to walking so casually. My guard went up like a firework on Neal Matsumoto Day.

He switched off the force field for a moment and placed the supplies in front of me before restarting the field.

“That was a nice stunt you pulled out there, Ms. Matsumoto, but don’t think I bought it.”

This time I was actually puzzled. Did he mean saving his command? Was that a ‘stunt?’ Or did he mean one of the other crazy things I’d done since coming here? I would have preferred that he specify.

“You know why we have you locked up?”

“Because I’m Vera Matsumoto.”

“Yes,” he said, leaning in close, so he was almost touching the energy field between us. “But if you mean that I’m somehow respectful of that, then think again. You are a disgrace and a blemish on all I love. I would kill you myself, right now, were it not for the orders of my Emperor. I certainly won’t prevent anyone else from taking your miserable life.”

“Good to know,” I said.

“You and the terrorist will be kept here, where you can’t subvert the other prisoners.”

Interesting. 

“I’ll be back later to question you. I advise you now to be ready to answer me in full.”

There was nothing to say to that. A recruit would have said, “Yes, sir,” but I was not a recruit. A Matsumoto would have crushed him under her heel, but I was not... only maybe I still was. 

“You have higher priorities than me, Major. Why don’t you take a look at those rations you’ve been slurping down,” I said. It wasn’t crushing, but it was halfway there.

He glared at me, but I saw the flicker of doubt in his eyes. Honorable Marine Major that he was, he would never give a disgraced Matsumoto any credit, but hopefully he would do his job. He walked away without speaking again.

“What’s with the rations?” Driscoll asked, his long face wrinkling in thought.

“Laced,” I replied.

“With what? If both the soldiers and the prisoners eat them, then what would they be laced with?”

“I don’t think they were meant for the soldiers, but they are laced with a program that rewrites the brain to try to enable communication with the natives.”

He grabbed an empty wrapped and started to fiddle with it, like he could absorb the truth from the plastic.

“It worries me that you’re not saying anything,” I said, focusing all of my attention on every detail of his face. His expression was betraying him even now as his lips firmed.

“I’m not all that talkative.”

“Most people would say, ‘No way! A pill can’t do that!’ but you aren’t,” I said. 

His mouth was even tighter. 

“Do your terrorists use these?”

His forehead relaxed a hair. 

“Or something like these?”

He tightened right back up, his jaw rigid.

I was quiet for a moment, and then I said in a low voice, almost a whisper, “Oh, I don’t like the sound of that Mr. Driscoll.”

I was feeling pretty edgy myself now.

“Don’t be ridiculous,” Driscoll said, but tiny movements in his expression told me he wasn’t telling the truth. He had forgotten that we ambassadors are trained to read people – or maybe he never knew. Who knows what terrorists know?

“It is extremely immoral to re-route people’s brains without their permission.”

“Neal Matsumoto promised the people a world with a ruling family dedicated to peace,” Driscoll said.

I blinked. What did that have to do with anything?

“So, what? You re-route people’s brains to promote peace?”

“No. I’m just pointing your hypocrisy out,” he said. “Matsumotos are fine with breaking the rules, as long as no one else does.”

“Yes, we are,” I agreed.

He had a look of...rapture? No, not quite... on his face. 

“I’ve waited all my life to hear a Matsumoto admit that.”

“You heard Reynolds. I’m not a Matsumoto anymore.”

He waved a hand like that was of no consequence and then pierced me with an intense look. It made me think of Cousin Nigel.

“Roger Matsumoto  issued the death strikes on Taguzuni. 3,319 civilian deaths.

“Eugenie Matsumoto had 43 civilians ‘rerouted’ to another location as a matter of ‘imperial security.’ They were never found.

“Hiro Matsumoto wiped out the population of the planet Siro when they refused to submit to Blackwatch.

“Those are just the ones I can prove. If I show you my records I have a dozen more unconfirmed incidents. Matsumotos have been killing innocents since the day Neal Matsumoto signed that worthless treaty.”

I felt myself coloring. It’s one thing to accept your family has repudiated you and is made up of hypocrites. It’s another thing to have someone else drag their names through the mud.

“Don’t even get me started on what they do to their own.” He stuck up a finger for each name as he listed them.  “James Matsumoto. Quinton Matsumoto. Carter Matsumoto. Suzuki Matsumoto. Vanessa Matsumoto. Keira Matsumoto. Fletcher Matsumoto. Zeta Matsumoto (that was my mother). Vera Matsumoto.” 

He jabbed at me with his index finger as he said my name and I knocked it aside a little more roughly than I needed to. His eyes narrowed like he’d scored a point.

“My mother died at the hands of terrorists. Terrorists like you. While defending the Treaty,” I said.

“That’s what they want you to believe. They’ve told a lot of stories, Vera. Like what they say about you. I saw you die on the news channel. So did everyone else. If Reynolds here decides to torture you slowly over the next few years, no one will ever know, because they already think you are dead.”

“Shut up,” I said. What it lacked in originality I made up for with passion.

“Just think about it. You have a lot to pay for. And one way or another I plan to make all Masumotos pay.”
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We sat in silence, and at opposite ends of our confined space after that. I had a lot to think through. For starters, there were the basics. We weren’t using breath masks. Did that mean the facility was secure and airtight? Was it undamaged enough to still be usable? 

Lieutenant Minami did not seem overly concerned as she worked at the various consoles. Did she know something I did not? I felt like she should be more worried about the shadows that surrounded this tiny human haven. Did no one else feel the shadowy fingers reaching for us? Perhaps not. Perhaps I was the only one still running on adrenaline.

Less urgent, but even more consuming, were my worries about Roman, with his hot tears splashing on the face of the woman he had loved. He must have believed I was as dead. I didn’t blame him for loving her instead of me or for forgetting me so quickly, but I missed him. Never, since Edward died, had I felt so lonely inside my own mind. Loneliness is a hollow thing and it makes you feel like you’ve eaten a bucket full of hollow.

I thought about my relatives dying across the Blackwatch Empire at the hands of Patrick’s compatriots. My emotions were mixed. We were not an affectionate family, but we were still family. I did not wish for their deaths, or applaud them. 

My mind went deeper, dwelling on Patrick’s tells. He had ridiculed the pill or supplements for manipulating a mind, but he’d as much as admitted that they were doing something else. What were they doing? Something tweaked my memory. Something about when Roman first became my guardian. I couldn’t quite remember what it was. It slipped away when I tried to grasp it. I needed sleep.

Lieutenant Minami was playing video logs on her screen and my mind was keeping tabs on them as I thought.  Most of it was similar to what I’d heard at the other installation, but more specific to the colony. The colony came later. It started about twenty years ago. It was filled with scientists and ‘colonists’ even then. They were prisoners who did the grunt work for the research. It was risky work with a high mortality rate which explained our position here a little better.

I wonder why Reynolds left Patrick and me up here, of all places. It seemed somewhat ridiculous to place your highest security risks where they could hear every scrap of valuable information. He must have thought it was the best place to keep us secure, or maybe he planned to kill us very soon. Hopefully it was the latter. I’d hate to go to my death knowing we trained marines that stupid.

I was beginning to doze off when my ears perked up. Lieutenant Minami was listening to the scientists revealing Compound VX-7 and its adverse effects on the colonists.

I opened my eyes. Patrick was awake, and I watched as his eyes went from me to the uneaten rations on the floor and then back to me again. They narrowed down to slits as he considered me. So, now he knew I had some kind of inside information. That could be a problem. 

I settled myself back down again, resting my cheek against the crook of my arm. I needed sleep and if these scientists were anything like the others they’d be rambling for a while. Besides, I was downloading it all.

I fell asleep into Roman’s mind. It was happening so often now that it was almost predictable. Maybe the relaxation of sleep loosened my mind so it could drift through time and space in some inexplicable way. Who really knew what dreams were made of, anyway?

This time it was different. This time, I could hear his thoughts.

He was in a conference room of a starship. Around him the crew and other marines were talking.

“We’re rushing there. Captain had me plot a course so close to the danger line I was sweating flechettes.”

“But will we be in time?”

No, Roman thought, we won’t be. Driscoll’s renegades are too good. I wish Ashlyn was here. I miss her. She understood these things. Vera. Vera. Vera.

“What are they doing this time, Aldrin? Why the big rush?”

“Classified.”

They’re infecting civilians with something that changes their brains. LT said they thought it was a mind-altering pill containing nano-bots. We need to get there before they kill innocents.

My mind flared inside his as I remembered what I’d been trying to think of before. The guardian program had injected Roman with his implant and he hadn’t even known. That’s how Driscoll’s men must be doing it! They were injecting random civilians and hacking their brains. I needed to warn Roman. 

Roman! I screamed with my mind. Roman! He couldn’t hear me. Of all the.... What about his implant. I tried to ping it like mine.

Computer, take a note and set a reminder.

Taking note.

Let’s hope it was his implant listening, and not mine.

Note: Driscoll’s renegades are injecting civilians with nano-computer implants similar to the Guardian implants without their knowledge.

Note recorded. Setting reminder.

Set reminder for one minute from now.

Reminder set.

I hoped it would work. I just needed to wait for one minute to see if it would work...

I drifted into real sleep without any conscious thought. 

I woke to voices. I glanced at Driscoll. He was eyeing me warily. It wasn’t him talking. It was Lieutenant Minami, Major Reynolds and Dr. Daniels. Ian was on the other side of the room carrying out the trash from the empty e-rats. He sent a glance my way freighted with respect. I guess he liked to see ladies save the day from the back of a shadow rhino.  He was gone quickly, but that look of respect gave me hope. Maybe I had earned enough credit with the prisoners that we could work together when the time came. You can’t put a price on respect.

I blinked a few times trying to clear my weary brain. I’d slept, but without having eaten for so long, my brain was not working as well as I’d like. I needed a better long-term solution than a starvation diet. I took a sip from the water bottle and focused on the conversation.

“They laced the food with it. It’s in everything,” Minami was saying, waving a pack of e-rats at the Major.

“And what, it re-routes our brains so we can learn? That sounds like advanced tech.”

“No. It’s old,” Dr. Daniels said, “Old and so faulty no one would allow it now. Or at least, I would have thought so. The side effects of similar drugs were intense, within only a few years of them being on the market. This one could have hit on a strain researchers didn’t think of then, but it’s unlikely. More likely it’s off the books and super dangerous.”

“What kind of side effects?” Reynolds asked.

“For this particular strain? Who can say without testing? And I’m not seeing proper testing done here. It was begun, but there’s just not enough data for results – even non-conclusive ones. They stopped recording within a few months of using it because alien insurgents wiped out the colony populations.”

“But we brought these with us from the El Dorado.”

“It’s standard protocol, apparently, to equip anyone making planetfall on Baldric with the ‘enhanced’ rations,” Lieutenant Minami said.

“What happened to the population we thought we were meeting here? Did they have troubles with these rations?” Major Reynolds asked.

“I don’t know. I still have reams of data to search through, but I thought this was worth knowing. There’s more, too,” Lieutenant Minami said.

“As if knowing your rations were laced wasn’t enough,” Major Reynolds said, rubbing his forehead with a palm. He looked strained; the burden of command and all that.

“There was one colonist who made contact with the aliens and was able to communicate.”

“Well that sounds a bit better. Who was it?”

“It’s top secret.” Minami looked around the room. 

“Don’t worry about the prisoners. They won’t be talking to anyone off-planet in their remaining life-times,” Major Reynolds said.

Well that was awfully pleasant of him.

She nodded and continued, “Another Matsumoto. She’s the third they’ve sent here.” Lieutenant Minami pointed at me when she said that. It worried me that she didn’t use my name, like she was trying to distance herself from me. “The other one was equipped with actual high tech. Some sort of brain implanted computer.”

Shoot. This was not supposed to happen. I concentrated on not looking at Driscoll.

“Impossible,” Dr. Daniels said. “I mean, it can be done, but it’s not just illegal in the Empire. Any whiff of it has led to executions and banishments. The Matsumotos would never stand for it.”

“Except if it helped them,” Driscoll whispered under his breath. 

I narrowed my eyes at him, and he just stared at me like he wanted to take the top off my head and look for himself.

“Regardless, this other Matsumoto was equipped with it. They took her down to where the natives were at the subterranean drill site, and used her computer implant to communicate with them. The problem was, it failed after a few minutes. The Colony Doctor believed that her security over rides did something that melted her brain. He said he would have switched it off and installed it in someone else’s brain if he’d known about the protocols, but how could he have known?” 

“So you’re saying we could repeat the process, provided we had another person to put the chip into once this Matsumoto’s brain fried?” Dr. Daniels said speculatively.

They were carefully not looking at me.

“Wait,” Reynolds said. I held my breath. Thank goodness someone was going to stop this insanity! “Why would the implant allow communication with the natives when the food additive failed?”

Dr. Daniels answered him, “The food additive is laced with nano-bots that re-wire the neural connections. They alter the brain entirely. You can’t go back, and they cause any number of unexpected permanent problems. The implant is in the brain, but it has not re-wired it. It sits apart from it.”

“Then could we remove her implant and use it in the new subject without triggering her self-destruct protocols?”

“A good question, Major, but impossible. The brain doesn’t rewire, but it does wrap itself around the implant. You can’t remove it without killing her, and you’d need her conscious to make the initial connection, although the colony doctor postulated that once the connection is made another brain could run the implant just fine.”

“But that’s all speculation, since the procedure would be done on two living brains while conscious and would doubtless result in one or even both of them dying in the process,” Lieutenant Minami said, “and while we could do without her, who would we use for the other brain?”

Oh, she was just making me love her more and more. Is it strange that right now I thought a terrorist who hated me to the core might make a better ally than the woman who had pledged her life to serve my family?

“Don’t worry about that,” Major Reynolds said, looking less concerned, “We have two problems.” He pointed at Driscoll and I with his two index fingers, acknowledging us for the first time in this conversation. “And one solution.”

He let the finger pointing to me drop and raised the other. I shivered and I didn’t care who saw.

“Start prepping for the procedure immediately, doctor,” Major Reynolds said.

“Give me five minutes and I’ll meet you back here,” Dr. Daniels said.

“No. We do it on the subterranean level just like they did. I don’t want to risk her not being able to communicate with them before we move the implant into his head.”

Daniels shrugged and left with a parting reminder, “Five minutes.”

I started retching immediately, but there was no time for that. Our little cell behind the force field was filling with a bitter smelling gas. I guess they didn’t want to risk fighting us for our lives.
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Chapter Nineteen
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I awoke feeling groggy and strange. There was a bitter taste in my mouth. I was supposed to be thinking about something important, but I couldn’t remember what it was. I was being held by strong arms and maneuvered out onto a ledge of rock over an endless black pit of shadows. The walls of the pit shone with their own iridescence.  It was hundreds of meters deep. There was a platform with machinery that jutted out over the pit and the ledge was on the end of this platform. There were two cots, or stretchers, with restraints. It was towards these that I was being maneuvered.  

Danger! Danger! Something in me was screaming. I tried to fight the people holding me up as my gut insisted that everything was wrong. I could barely move my limbs. They whipped around sporadically, not obeying my commands. 

“Get her in the restraints before she breaks something.”

I was spun around and strapped in. The stretcher was angled upwards and my head was at the top, giving me a great view of what they were doing. They led a still-unconscious Driscoll towards me. The threat had to do with him, too. I remembered that. They strapped him on the other angled stretcher. I struggled for thought. It was important. I had to think.

Roman. I’m in trouble.

No, that wasn’t right. There was no Roman here. 

Help...

I called out weakly through my implant, my lips still unable to form words. As my strength slowly increased, so did my cries.

Help.

Help!

HELP!

I could feel that abysmal echo I’d been hearing ever since I arrived on Baldric, but there was no reply. 

Doctor Daniels emerged from the shadows and turned on some bright portable lights that threw everything around them into blackness and everything under them into a terrifying starkness. I wanted to shut my eyes. 

My memory came back with shocking suddenness. Oh yes, he was planning to cut into my skull while I was still alive and remove my implant and then put it in Driscoll’s head. We would both be conscious while he did it. Of the many ways I could have, and maybe even should have, died over the last months, this was the most horrifying. I shuddered, thrashing against my bonds.

“Inject her with this. I can’t operate if she’s moving,” Dr. Daniels said, his voice snapping with irritation.

HELP!

We’re coming...

My eyes widened. Had someone answered me? Or was I deluding myself?

Reynolds hovered over me with a syringe in his hand. Funny that it was him and not some underling about to do the honors.

“Will it hurt them?” The voice was Ian’s. He must have helped them carry us here.

“Don’t worry,” Daniels said, distractedly, “It won’t happen to you. These two are dangerous, and the girl has something we need.”

Whatever Reynolds gave me paralyzed me completely. I was going to die with drool pouring out of my mouth, unable to close my eyes, or to scream when the pain finally came. I wanted to scream in panic, but it was too late. I screamed in my head instead.

Help! Please help! They’re going to kill me! Oh, please, please, please, please...

How do you stop begging for what you want? How do you stop panic when you’ve come to the end of hope? I couldn’t stop.

Beside me Driscoll was injected, too. I saw Ian behind Dr. Daniels, his face torn between hatred, loyalty and disgust. I wouldn’t want to be him right now. There is something about torturing another human that takes your humanity from you. Even watching when you could stop it will steal part of your soul. 

Daniels pulled out a laser-scalpel and an auto-saw. Modern medicine at its finest. He approached me first.

“We’ll start with you first, Vera. Be a good girl and bring that computer online for us.”

Like it ever wasn’t online.

Download complete, my implant chirped. Useless timing. That’s non-sentients for you.

Daniels scanned me with a complicated device. 

“Does she have one? An implanted computer?” Reynolds asked.

Awesome. They weren’t even sure. They were going to do brain surgery and they weren’t even sure.

“I think so, but I won’t know for certain until I get in there.”

“Maybe we should get the information from her first.”

“Not needed. Besides, she likely has some sort of self-destruct in case she’s tortured. We wouldn’t want to trip that.”

Because sawing into my brain while I was conscious wasn’t torture?

“Vera, if your implant is turned on, then please try to communicate with the device in my hand,” Dr. Daniels said.

Well, since you said please. What did he think? That a moment’s courtesy would make me forget what was going on?

“I have a device here that is designed to erase computer chips. Now, I know that you are probably protected from these – but you should know your implant can be manually erased once I have it out of your brain, so if you don’t want to lose it before you die, then please connect with my device.”

Ha. He was threatening to erase my files? Was he going to ground me next? Dr. Daniels tilted his head to the side, his lips pursed tightly. 

“Wait a moment, Doctor. I can help you out.” Reynolds pulled Ian into my line of sight. He gripped Ian by one bicep pointing a nettlegun to his temple. “Play nice Matsumoto, or your friend gets it.”

Well, he did swear fealty. I owed him this. But on the other hand, my implant was all I had. Could I use it to break free somehow? The martial arts program wouldn’t free me from restraints. I was at a loss. I was going to die in the next few minutes one way or another. Was it worth Ian’s life to withhold this technology from my enemies?

“Last chance,” Reynolds said.

Connect to handheld signal.

Connecting...

“We’re connected!” Dr. Daniels said with delight. I wanted to kill him.

“Will you be able to use it to communicate? Can you hear the natives now?” Reynold’s voice bubbled with excitement.

“I think, maybe. There are some strange frequencies that might be them. I won’t know until we try from a different brain. I don’t want to trip the self-destruct...”

Reynolds threw Ian aside, not even watching as Ian walked away, rubbing his arm and scowling at Reynold’s back.

“Excellent. Now all we need to do is manually remove the chip,” Dr. Daniels said, calibrating the laser scalpel as he spoke.

My eyes were still on Ian. His baleful expression faded as he squinted at something in the shadows behind me.

Daniels lifted the laser and drew in close, his eyebrows knitted in concentration.  So this was it. Time to die. My eyes tracked to Ian, seeking something to take to the grave, any flash of comradery would be better than dying alone.

The echoes in my implant had grown so loud I could hardly think. What did that device of Dr. Daniel’s do? I braced myself for the pain.

Something flickered in Ian’s eye. A look of surprise. He compressed his lips like he was keeping himself from crying out. I stared into his eyes. I saw myself reflected in his pupils, strapped to a table, with drool trickling down my chin and Dr. Daniels carefully picking his spot with the laser scalpel. Reynolds was leaning in close, too, watching the doctor’s every move in the sharp white light. And then two dark shadows leaned in from either side of my stretcher, arms extended, fingers splayed. It was something from a horror video, only I was hardly in a position to object as they reached out and grabbed Dr. Daniels, and twisted.  

He screamed, and his scalpel bit long and deep into the left side of my face, slicing me from forehead to jaw, but his thrashing jogged it back and forth. I was unable to even flinch or look away as the scalpel destroyed my face.  

Chaos ruled. Daniels’ scream ended in a pop like a cork out of a bottle as his head rolled to the side and his body dropped beside the gurney. Reynolds screamed, gripping his skull in both hands and then his eyes, which were staring at me blossomed red and rolled back into his head as he slumped to the ground. Ian froze in place like one of the ice sculptures from the party he took me to on the first day we met. 

Sharp, jagged agony filled me. I screamed loudly in my mind although my lips made no move.

The figure that killed Daniels, which I had mistaken for a shadow, was a woman. She was – faded, somehow, like she was only half there. It was difficult to explain. 

She wore a ragged marine’s uniform, carried a pack and wicked looking knife, and her hair was short and choppy. The other one who had attacked Reynolds looked very similar, except her clothing looked more like my tight-fitting skinsuit and less like a uniform. Her hair was also short, and her face was hard. She was the age my parents would be if they were still alive. She hadn’t killed Reynolds. I could still hear him thrashing, wounded, on the ground. 

Someone else was behind me, but I couldn’t see him. 

“Make her stop screaming,” the one who attacked Reynolds said, irritation high in her tone.

Who did she mean? Was my voice working again. I tried to focus my thoughts away from a scream. The man-shadow grabbed a syringe from the cart beside Daniels and started injecting something into my face in various places, and then he taped some gauze on it. It still hurt – a lot- but the pain was manageable now. 

“Thank you,” the woman behind me said.

“Not what I expected,” the Marine-shadow said staring first at me, and then at the scene around us.

“She’s not one of us,” the other woman said.

“We’ll bring her anyways. Whatever she did, we need to know what that was.”

The man-shadow was nodding. 

“What about him?” he asked.

“It looks like they were going to do the same thing to him. Maybe he has a Voice, too. I vote we bring him.”

“I agree,” he said, “but two of them are going to be hard to carry.”

“Can’t you give them something to wake them up a bit?” the skinsuited woman said. Maybe she always sounded irritated.

“Maybe,” he said, sorting through the cart. “This will get them semi-mobile, but we’ll have to direct them, and they won’t be talking or thinking clearly for a while.”

I was thinking just fine right now. It was just my stupid body that had opted out of the fight.

“And him?” The woman behind me asked, and they all turned on Ian.

“I didn’t see anything,” Ian said, with his typical moral courage.

The marine woman grunted. “You heard him. He saw nothing. But he stays here until we’re done. Someone put him on one of these gurneys for now and strap him down.”

The irritated woman took hold of Ian’s arm exactly where Reynolds had held it before. The shadow-man injected Patrick with something and hauled him to his feet. His eyelids flickered open, and his feet barely shuffled along as the other man supported his weight. The woman directed Ian onto the gurney and strapped him in.

“What’s this?” she asked, grabbing the computer-chip programmer device that Dr. Daniels had. 

Oh shoot!

Disconne... I ordered my implant.

Everything went black.
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Chapter Twenty


[image: image]


I woke up with an aching belly. It didn’t take long to find out why. Someone had me slung over their shoulder. My head bobbed painfully against something hard strapped to that person’s back and their shoulder stuck into my soft gut. I gasped.

“Hold up. I think she’s awake.”

I was tossed to the ground, and I looked up to see the shadow-woman who wasn’t a marine had been carrying me. She had felt very solid just now.

“You awake?” she asked, nudging me with a foot.

I blinked up at her. My throat was dry and my eyes were crusty, and a bandage covered one of them, but at least the top of my skull was still in place. I thought about answering her question, but rhetorical questions bother me.

“Patrick?” I asked. Weren’t they going to bring him, too?

“Over here,” I heard his voice, thick and blurred. I turned to look at him. He was propped upright by the man-shadow and he looked worse for wear. Not only was he still mostly doped up, but he was covered in blood and scratches.

A painful twinge brought my hand up to my face where a thick bandage covered the side of it. It felt like pain dulled by freezing – the type you know is going to get real fiery at a moment’s notice. This was new for me. That broken rib I had complained to Edward about a few months -and yet a few lifetimes- ago was the worst physical injury I had ever suffered and I’d been able to recover in the hospital. My life since then made it seem like a trivial thing, but the injury to my face made my belly roil with fear and nerves. What if it was infected? What if I couldn’t stand the pain when the freezing wore off? What if my eye was injured? It was covered by the bandage. Could I still see out of it? I bit my lip until I tasted blood, pushing fear aside with anger. No. I would not allow myself to fall apart.  I don’t need anyone to save me, I thought, and pulled myself onto my feet by sheer willpower.

“If you’re awake, then you can walk.”

I agreed, but said nothing, simply trying out a step towards the marine. It was clear she was their leader.

My legs were working about as well as Driscoll’s were, but I was determined to walk on my own. I’d either been rescued or captured. Either way, I needed to stand on my own feet. If I had been rescued, then I needed to make sure they knew that I wasn’t going to be indebted to them. If I had been captured, then I’d need to find a way to escape.

“Who are you people?” I asked. My words started out slurred, but I forced myself to focus and they were clear by the end.

“She looks just like her,” the woman who had been carrying me, said. “Especially when she speaks.”

The marine grunted.

“We’re what’s left of the Baldric Colony,” she said.

“Funny way to treat your reinforcements,” I said.

They glanced around at each other, and then the marine settled into a form of parade rest, her feet wide, and her firearm neatly arranged. It must have been some kind of signal, because the other woman and man formed a circle with her, nudging Patrick and I in place. We could all see each other’s faces now. It seemed like this was an official thing that they were doing.

“You called us,” the marine said. “So that means you need to explain to us what’s happening and why we rescued you.”

I looked at her silently, trying to keep my expression clear as my mind raced. I’d called them? How had I called them? Had I called someone at some point? I’d called to Roman. I’d called into the empty channel. Had they heard that?

Like this?  I asked, broadcasting to them as hard as I could.

They winced in unison.

“Don’t yell! You’ll draw them all for miles around!” The male scientist, or shadow, or whatever yelled.

“I apologize,” I said, carefully and slowly, watching their faces for any flicker of emotion, “I wasn’t sure you’d hear that. I can’t hear you.”

The echo I’d been hearing since coming to Baldric started up again and then the marine locked eyes with me and held them.

this...buzz buzz ...like...buzz...this...buzz...can you hear...buzz...when...buzz...like this?

I focused. Then I could hear her, faint and tinny, but there.

Can you hear me when I talk like this?

I almost jumped out of my skin. 

“How?”

The male scientist looked bitter, “We needed to find a way to communicate, so we rewired our brains. If you’ve eaten enough of the rations it will happen to you, too. I see you’ve been eating  them. He’ll need more. Maybe it’s a body mass index thing,” he shrugged, indicating Patrick who was watching us with confusion.

“You can’t hear us, right?” the marine asked him.

“Of course I can hear you,” Patrick said.

“But not when we talk with our minds.” 

Patrick’s eyes shuttered for a moment like he’d made a connection. They narrowed as he looked at me and his jaw tightened. I thought back to what he was probably thinking about. Untouched e-rat packages.  And his men injecting people with computer chip implants. He was putting the pieces together.

“No,” he agreed.

“Then why were they going to cut your brain open?” the male shadow person said.

“They wanted to put what she has into me so that they could use it to communicate with the shadows.”

The Baldric colonists looked at each other and then they all looked at me.

“You really are a Matsumoto, then? You don’t just look like them?”

I felt myself sigh inside. Of course. In the end, this was all anyone ever wanted to know about me.

“Wait, before you get all into who she is, what are your names? I can’t keep thinking of you as shadows,” Patrick said. He was smiling, and it looked like he was trying to charm them.

“Roberta and Michael are scientists. I’m Lieutenant Jaya Kitsano. Who are you?”

“Patrick Driscoll. I am a colonist sent here for my revolutionary acts against the Matsumoto Dynasty.” No one looked too impressed or too worried, but it’s hard to be impressed by someone so drugged that they are still slurring their speech. He pointed at me. “And she’s Vera Matsumoto.”

Lieutenant Kitsano frowned. I felt irritated that he’d revealed that instead of me.

“We should never have gone after her!” Michael said, pulling at one of his ears. His eyes were darting all around.

“No. We can use her,” Roberta said, folding her arms over her chest.

So, it was going to be the usual. Fear, with a hint of practicality. The lieutenant looked me up and down again, and her eyes seemed to be reassessing me. This relentless series of people who saw me as a tool rather than a teenage girl would have worn me down if I wasn’t already completely shattered. Sometimes it’s good to be broken because then there’s nothing left to break.

“If that’s true, then we need to head out. Now,” the lieutenant said.

“Leave her here. We can’t risk bringing her,” Michael said, and Roberta looked disappointed.

“No. She comes with us,” Kitsano said. “With her we could end this.”

Everyone was frowning now, including Driscoll and I.

“Mind filling me in?” Driscoll asked.

“Move out,” said the marine, and everyone followed her in silence. The only sound was our feet and clothes as we hiked through the undergrowth.
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Chapter Twenty-One
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Lieutenant Kitsano set a quick pace, but all three of our captors seemed comfortable. I studied our path carefully. There was some wear on the little trail we were using. Perhaps it wasn’t wildlife that had worn it thin, but rather these three. Did wildlife make trails when they were shadows? Did people?

I had my implant running diagnostics. I had no idea what damage may have been done from Daniels’ little computer erasing device, or what Roberta might have managed when she set it off. So far the diagnostics were coming up clean, but who knew where a problem might pop up?

The drugs Driscoll and I had been given were dissipating with our activity. He frowned constantly, so either he was in pain or he was bothered by something. I didn’t see why he’d be bothered. These were his people after all. Renegades. They didn’t want to use or kill him. Pretty much everyone but Roman wanted to kill or use me.

Roman. I felt a twinge of loss at his name. I missed him, and he wasn’t even mine anymore. He wasn’t my protector, just a regular marine, and he wasn’t my lover because he’d fallen in love with someone else. I supposed that if he knew I was alive he would probably still be my friend. That was something at least.

“Are we there yet?” Driscoll said, like a child.

“Almost,” Michael said from beside him. He was slightly more compassionate than the others and had hovered over Driscoll until he was sure he could walk straight.

We hiked up a hill, winding between white and yellow granite rocks that jutted through the hillside and around huge tree boles encased in black and white vines.  I concentrated on Kistano who was right in front of me. She didn’t break a sweat despite the steep terrain and the quick pace she was setting. This wasn’t the first time they’d made this climb.

“How long have you been here?” I asked.

“Too long,” Roberta grumbled when no one else replied. 

Roberta studied my face when she thought I wasn’t looking. I wasn’t sure what she was looking for. Was I the first Mastumoto she’d ever seen? Maybe she didn’t really believe my story and wanted to be sure that I really looked like the ruling dynasty.

The hill grew steeper, and we were forced into a single-file line on a tiny path between rocks. We weren’t quite on all fours yet, but it was close. We crested the rise abruptly, and stood on what was more or less a ledge, tucked against another cliff face. Forty yards across and twenty deep, the ledge was well populated with trees. Strung between them were tarps, some ersatz walls made of shuttle cladding, fallen logs, and what appeared to be a water catchment system from a tiny stream running down the cliff beside the ledge.  It was both elaborate and rudimentary all at once. The camp was very lived-in. Our new friends had been here for a while. 

I followed the others into one of the enclosures. It was a combination of shack and tent, but large enough for a few different rooms to be partitioned off. In the first was a makeshift kitchen with tools and dishes hanging from beams. Off to one side there was a solar powered workstation with a large antenna reaching up through the tarp roof. Systems were actively monitoring several processes in tandem. I was curious enough to try looking at the screens, but Roberta angled in front of me and I chose to look away. If I needed to, my implant would connect and download whatever I wanted. 

Michael dropped into the stool in front of the systems and started reading while Roberta kept her eyes on us. Lieutenant Kitsano disappeared. She came back a few moments later. 

“Security is online,” she said, and the others nodded like that meant something.

“You can keep the shadows out?” Driscoll asked.

“We can deter them,” she replied, “And we prefer to call them ‘Javierians’ because that is their name for themselves.”

He nodded.

“So you really can speak to them?” 

“To a degree,” she said.

“Why do you think we look like this?” Roberta said, bitterly. “We’re fading slowly into shadows ourselves.”

“They turned Sammy into a shadow when he fought them,” I said, testing the waters.

“Then they thought he was worthy. They only turn the ones they think are worthy. They have a strong code,” Roberta said, still sounding bitter.

“And the ones that become magic mushrooms?” Driscoll asked. No one cracked a smile at his joke.

“Garbage. Not worthy,” she spat.

“That’s harsh.”

“That’s Baldric.”

Driscoll grunted and I frowned.

“How do they determine who is worthy?” I asked.

“We don’t know,” Kitsano answered, her eyes narrowing, “We think they read thoughts, and watch for people who are particularly strong in qualities they desire.”

“Desire?”

“Their mind is collective, or semi-collective. Once you join it, you add to the whole. They seem to be choosy about who they want to add.”

Makes sense. I’ve had enough people in my head to know that who is in there makes a big difference.

“I guess they don’t get a say about the three of you?” I asked.

“Or any of us who were turned by the nano-tech,” Roberta said sourly. I was starting to think she wasn’t capable of any other tone. “But we have a say. None of us wants to join the collective.”

“Then why did you just trash your reinforcements down there?” Driscoll said.

“Reinforcements?” Roberta said with a harsh laugh. “We have no allies but ourselves. Do you know how many groups of marines and prisoners I’ve seen come to this planet?”

“How many?” I asked coolly.

“Six,” she said. “And every time it’s the same. ‘Help us integrate these colonists and then we’ll take you off planet, Roberta.’ But they never do. First few times they said it was against orders. The last three times they haven’t even had a working ship to leave from here. It’s just crash after crash. Death after death. They never learn.”

“Seems a bit wasteful,” I said mildly. The starship we came in would have set the Empire back by a few billion credits. We don’t tend to lose those easily. Certainly we wouldn’t keep sending them into a black hole, and it sounded like Baldric was a black hole.

“In fairness, the first two were shuttle groups. It’s only the most recent one that was a starship,” Kitsano said, shooting a look at Roberta. I noticed that both women were obviously not looking at Michael. I filed that away, wondering what his connection was to a crashed starship.

“Even so, a life-supporting planet - even a prison planet, and even one with hordes of hostile natives – is far too valuable to waste. Does all that technology and life mean nothing to them?”

“It’s the Matsumoto way.” Roberta spat on the floor. “One of them got it into his fat head that we should not just terraform this place, but destroy the natural inhabitants and claim it for the Matsumotos. If they thought planet-wide genocide was ok, what are a few civvies, prisoners and marines?”

I gave her a long, hard look. I’m not a Matsumoto anymore, but somehow everyone wants to light me on fire in effigy anyhow. I needed her to see that I don’t burn.

“Go ahead and stare, Matsumoto. I know what’s at your core.”

I shifted my weight and pulled my shoulders back like I wanted to fight, but she didn’t back down. That was interesting.  

“I do, too,” said Driscoll, hate leaking from his tone, “And I don’t doubt a word you’ve said. They’d need to cover up to keep their lily white hands clear of blood. Particularly the blood of their own. I saw your faces. She’s not the first Matsumoto sent here to die.”

The Baldric Three – that’s what I was calling them privately – exchanged a loaded glance again, before the Lieutenant replied.

“No. She’s not the first they sent to die.”

I already knew that, so it wasn’t shocking, but Driscoll seemed pleased at the revelation.

“This needs to get out. All of Blackwatch needs to hear your story.”

“Yes,” said Michael, looking up from the screens, his face painted with the light of a true believer. “That’s why we need to get off this planet.”

Driscoll was nodding.

“Yes. As soon as possible.”

“Then you’re with us?” Michael asked, almost smiling.

“I’m with you. If you want off this rock, I’ll come with you and when you do get off of it I’ll help you spread your story to everyone in the Empire.”

I wondered if they would still be half-shadow if they left here. Would they be able to leave if they were linked so strongly to a collective consciousness on this planet? They didn’t seem too worried about it.

“He’s with us!” Michael said, beaming.

Smiles were shared all around, and once again I was the only person not in on things. I was starting to think that I was such a square peg that I’d never find a hole that fit me. Even the hole marked “Matsumoto” wasn’t shaped right anymore, although everyone I met kept trying to hammer me back into it.

“So,” Driscoll asked, turning to me. “What do you need her for?”

My eyes had been scanning the walls of the dwelling as they formed their new bond and they had at last alighted on a pair of scissors. I went over to them and picked them up, opening and closing them to check how they cut. I noticed the Lieutenant’s gun sneak up to track me now that I was armed, but that wasn’t my intent.

I let my eyes focus on Roberta as she spoke, but my hands continued to work on their own.

“We could use her,” Roberta said.

I loosened what was left of my braid, grabbed a handful of hair and cut it close to the scalp as she spoke. Her brow furrowed with confusion.

“She can convince a ship to send a shuttle down, or maybe she can help us access the colony computers.”

Another chunk joined the first.

“With what she has in her head we could take over the computers of the colony and the satellites above and control all the tech on this world.”

I chopped the next handful with my eyes locked on hers. Her eyes were widening by the second and her mouth fell open.

“So far we’ve been unsuccessful,” Lieutenant Kitsano said, studiously ignoring me as if I were a crazy person. “The Javierians know what we are planning and oppose it. They have kept us from entering the colony until today when they though she was one of us calling for help. We could use that to finally get in for longer than a few minutes. We’ve been fighting both the shadows and our own since we went rogue. Now that we have her we have the bargaining chip and the power we need to make both groups listen.”

I focused on her eyes as I cut the last chunk of my hair off and tossed it on the floor. Her expression didn’t waver, but I saw her jaw clench.

“Do I look like a pawn to you?” I asked.

“Why did you cut off all of your hair?” Michael asked, confused, and a touch appalled. I must look a sight.

“Because it gets in the way when I do this,” I said, and launched myself at Kitsano.
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I took Kitsano by surprise, kicking her legs out from under her with a quick swipe of my own right leg. I followed it up with an elbow to the nose and a quick jab to the solar plexus. I left her gasping on her knees and spun to Roberta next. Her yelp of surprise clued me in to her being my next threat. I snap-kicked her knee, and a left uppercut to the jaw took her out of the fight. I was relieved to note that the fighting program was still working. 

I threw Driscoll in for good measure. After all, he was all chummy with them and together they had plans for me. A quick jab to his temple as I spun out of the fight with Roberta took him by surprise, but I think he was feinting when he dropped to his knees, clutching his head. He was too much of a brawler for one blow to make him quit unless he wanted to. 

Michael held up his hands in a defensive plea and I didn’t strike him. The sight of the others sprawled helpless on the ground was enough of a demonstration. They needed to know that from now on I wasn’t letting anyone have plans for me unless I was a part of the planning. 

It wouldn’t have gone down so smoothly if they had expected the fight. I could still hear that wine-bottle pop that had to have been Dr. Daniels’ spine. No one really expects violence from a Matsumoto, though, and I fought dirty. The program had been designed to win, not to play by any rules of honor – a feature I was rather glad it employed.  I liked to think that the hair cutting thing had unnerved them, too. I must look downright terrifying with my hair shorn haphazardly and only one eye showing. If I was going to make it on this planet I was going to need all the respect I could forge into people. And if I couldn’t get respect I’d be fine settling with terror.

“You really should think about keeping me alive,” Patrick said between grunts of pain. He held his head in both hands, but his eyes were on me.

“And why’s that?” I asked, studying my bloodied knuckles.

“Because when you decide to become Emperor – and you will – you’re going to need me.”

I raised an eyebrow, and I would have replied, except that my implant swept me into Roman’s world, leaving my own a faint ghost overlaid on my vision.

In this world I was on the receiving end of a beating, rather than the giving end. I thrashed in Roman’s body, feeling the sting of a whiplash across my back. My wrists and feet were shackled in leather and strung taut to opposite walls. Blood dripped around my back, hugging the curve of my ribs and spattering to the floor.

I was in a square, steel room, riveted along the seams. The door was a hatch. It screamed ‘starship’ to my experienced eyes. Before me a marine officer stood.

“Your punishment is for failure to the Matsumotos. As you know, in the marines we do not use corporal punishment for failures. This is the one exception. You have failed our Dynasty. Your failure has caused the death of one of the blood. For your failure you shall receive forty lashes. Consider it a light punishment.”

I reeled in pain as the next lash cut across my back. My head thundered with my blood racing so fast to the tune of my beating heart. My vision was blanking and returning with each lash stroke. The pain was intense – so intense I didn’t know why Roman wasn’t screaming. I was pretty sure I was, back in my body. 

The terrible things inflicted by my family, or in the name of my family, were more and greater than I had ever imagined. Despite the intense pain, I could still think clearly enough to contemplate this. I knew that somehow the Matsumotos had to end. But who can end a disease that ran this deep into our society? The only one who could put an end to them was someone on the inside and I wasn’t inside anymore. I wasn’t even a Matsumoto anymore.

“When your punishment is over,” the officer continued, “You will continue on to the mission you were briefed on. You know as well as I do that no marine assigned there has ever returned. Don’t think of it as a death sentence. Think of it as a way to regain our confidence in you as a marine. Good Luck.”

I wanted to spit at the marine’s sanctimonious speech. They were going to send Roman – my Roman! – to his death with the pathetic covering that it was a chance to prove himself loyal and capable after a devastating failure. It was as false as it was cruel, and I hated them for doing it to him. 

The officer left, but the whipping kept on coming. The pain, the pain, the pain was endless.

Roman, I screamed through our connection. Please, please hold on. I’ll find a way to save you. I promise. 

My tears were hot on my cheeks back in Baldric, and my connection was fading to Roman.

Please, hold on! I won’t abandon you. I’m here. 

The pain came back strongly one more time as I surged back into his world.

Vera? Are you alive.

Be strong. I’ll find a way.

Behind me the man administering the whipping leaned in close and said, “It was an impossible task, but now the only Matsumoto alive is the Emperor, and that’s your fault.”

Not true. I said.

Not true? Roman echoed, and then the pain began again and I faded back to my own body.

I was screaming in my own body with the pain still washing over my mind. Someone was sitting on my chest. 

The pain left suddenly with a wash of relief so strong I was almost giddy from it. Someone was cursing loudly. I looked up. It was Roberta sitting on me and cursing while the Lieutenant had her nettlegun  centered on my forehead and the men each had one of my arms pinned down.

This wasn’t what I’d hoped for when I turned the tables, but at least they clearly saw me as someone to worry about.

My chest heaved as I sucked in cool ultra-rich Baldric oxygen. For the first time since leaving the installation I wondered if that was okay. Was I going to start suffering from oxygen toxicity now?  

Symptoms of oxygen toxicity?

Disorientation, breathing problems, myopia, collapsed alveoli, retinal detachment, seizures...

Well, so far so good, except maybe for the disorientation.

“What was that, Matsumoto?” Driscoll asked.

“What was what?” I asked.

Kitsano jabbed the barrel of the gun into my forehead and I grunted.

“I was trying to show you all that I can’t be maneuvered like a pawn and then I blacked out. All this ultra-rich oxygen isn’t good for me.”

The Baldric Three exchanged glances while Driscoll said, “You grabbed your head, started screaming and then keeled over.”

“Oxygen toxicity,” I said, sticking to my far-fetched story.

“Maybe,” Michael said, answering an unspoken question from Kitsano. “Unlikely, but maybe. They don’t have our protection.”

“What protection?” Driscoll asked.

“The original scientists weren’t just tinkering with our ability to communicate. They gave us nano-bots that triggered mutations to adapt to the atmosphere after they terraformed the planet. Together the results are enough that we can live without supplemental air.”

“But we’re going to go crazy?” Driscoll asked, pointing at me. “Like she just did?”

“You’re going to have lung and eye troubles after prolonged exposure. Disorientation maybe, or worse symptoms later on, but I wouldn’t have expected this kind of outburst,” Michael said.

“Either way, we can’t trust her now. Either she’s out of her mind or out to get us.” Roberta sure was a ray of sunshine.

“Let her up for now. I have her covered,” Kitsano said, and I was eased up into a sitting position.

I was grateful to have Roberta off my chest. I wasn’t feeling very fond of her at the present. 

But what did I do now that the tables were turned again? The combat programs could probably take them back down, but what if I dropped into Romans mind again? I was going to need allies to fulfill my promise to him. Maybe these renegades were my best option. They were certainly my most immediate option.

Something had changed inside me as I felt Roman suffering, yet again, at the hands of my family - or at least at the hands of the people representing my family. This had to end. I was beginning to realize that I might be the only one who could end it. Roman had been right all along, and so had Driscoll. It was time to start thinking about claiming the Empire myself.

I couldn’t help but laugh internally. Here I sat, one eye patched up, my hair a ruin, without allies or weapons and held prisoner on a planet of hostile aliens with no way to leave or to communicate with the outside world, and yet I had decided that I would be Emperor. Maybe I really was going crazy. 

I remember the day I lost my mind. It was a Tuesday on Baldric.
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So, you want to be Emperor, I thought, as they trussed me up like a pig they were going to roast. You want to right all wrongs and fix the world. I would have thought you were too cynical for that. 

I didn’t ask to be a crusader and rescuer of my people. I didn’t ask to overthrow my cousin, but I felt horribly responsible for Roman’s fate. His life was hanging by a thread because no Matsumoto has found and ended the poison flowing through our heritage. I was deeply marked by the devastation I saw here on Baldric. It was because of us that genocide was perpetrated here. 

I could leave it to terrorists like Driscoll, but while terrorists are great at destroying systems they don’t have a great track record for putting them back together. Neil Matsumoto was an exception, but a rare one. 

It seemed that like it or not, I was the last person left who could heal Blackwatch from within without spinning her into utter chaos.They bred us Matsumoto cousins for many things – non-violence, obedience, loyalty, yes, but also for responsibility and duty. It was my turn to step up to my duty, even if it meant my death.

I would save Blackwatch.

I would save Roman.

I let out a deep breath, relieved at the certainty that came with purpose. I hardly noticed the argument between Kitsano and Driscoll in front of my face. I had just finished a difficult battle. It was the very first of what would hopefully be a long string of victories, but there was no time to rest on my laurels.

Search all downloaded databases for references to Matsumotos in relation to Baldric.

Four hundred and thirty-two references found.

Sort out the references in official signatures and stick with references in video logs and reports.

Four references found.

Play logs in sequence.

The first showed a scientist in the video log. He was giving a report.

“We have informed Ambassador Matsumoto of the possible consequences. Genocide and destruction of the fauna and ecosystem of Baldric are almost certain if this line of terraforming continues. Our orders are to continue by order of the Emperor and of Ambassador Matsumoto.”

It cut off as the computer played the next snippet. A man in a marine’s uniform spoke.

“The current batch of prisoners includes the prisoner we have been instructed to refer to only as a number. She is a personal prisoner of the Matsumoto Dynasty. I must stress that I cannot reasonably obey my orders while detaining her and I would ask that I be relieved of the command of this colony.”

The next scientist appeared in a split screen with a starship officer. It seemed like a remote communication. Her eyes were wide with terror.

“It’s her. She’s with them. Somehow they listen to her, but we don’t know why. She wasn’t a shadow before she joined them, but now she’s their leader and she’s out for revenge.”

“Who is?”

“Matsumoto,” she whispered, and her eyes whipsawed back and forth as if she could watch every direction at once. 

He hissed, “Don’t say that name. It’s classified.”

The recordings faded out. I could go back and listen to them in context, but I’d gleaned what I’d hoped for. As I had suspected, we were responsible for what had happened to this planet, and as I already knew, I was not the first Matsumoto imprisoned here. It was time to make a plan and to do something about this.

I let myself fade back into the world my body was in.

“No, this just happens sometimes. She fades out for a few minutes,” Driscoll was saying to Kitsano. She still had her gun braced against my forehead.

“It’s happened before?”

“Yes, and then she goes off and does something crazy, like riding a shadow beast, or saving all our lives, or calling you guys. I don’t know how she does it, but she does. It’s something about her, but I’m telling you that if you want off this planet she’s your ticket out. Don’t kill her.”

“I thought you hated me,” I said.

He looked at me, relief flooding his face, “You’re back.”

“I had work to do,” I said with a frown.

“Well we kind of needed you here,” he said in a tight voice. 

“Looks like you had it covered,” I said. 

He’d said he hated me. Why did he fight so hard to save my life? Was it just to use me to get off-planet? My gut was roiling. It had all kinds of reservations about Driscoll.

“Now that we’re done playing ‘happy reunion,’ why don’t you tell us why you should live?” Roberta said.

“Because I didn’t kill you when I could have,” I said. She was really getting on my nerves.

“Matsumotos don’t kill,” Kitsano said dismissively.

“Then why do you have a gun to my head?” I asked.

She lowered the barrel, as if to prove her point, but it was still pointed in my direction, and I was still trussed up.

“Here’s a thought,” I said, “Why don’t you give me some details and I’ll tell you how I can help.”

“Seems reasonable,” Michael said, from off to the side. He was the only reasonable one of all of us. “Here’s our problem: We left the colony in a hurry and we could only bring limited tech with us. Since then, every time we’ve tried to return to the colony the shadows have prevented us from getting in – until we came for the two of you. We don’t know why. Each time a new group of colonists arrives we try to communicate and join forces.”

“But so far no one has taken us seriously before they were killed by the Javierians,” Roberta said. “And the ones who did take us seriously kept us too busy to allow us near their technology before it was too late.”

“We want to leave Baldric,” Michael continued, “To do that, we need to communicate with a starship. Our technology here can’t communicate with them directly, but there is a satellite that can. However, we can’t seem to get access to the satellite’s systems.”

“So what you need,” I said, “Is to communicate with the satellite to discover when a ship will arrive. You need to access the satellite’s communications, which can probably only be done at the colony, in order to talk to the starship. You then need to convince the Captain to rescue the three of you, and you need to do all of this without being killed by the shadows or stopped by the colony.”

“Precisely,” said Michael.

“And you think she can help,” Driscoll said, and it wasn’t a question.

Roberta looked away and Michael looked at his feet, but Kitsano looked me in the eyes.

“We know that you Matsumotos have a way with the Javierians,” she said, “We’ve seen it in action before. And we know that you have ...advantages...in communicating with technology. You’re also recognizable enough that maybe a starship Captain would speak to you.”

I nodded. Driscoll’s eyes narrowed.

“What do you say? Would you like to stop fighting us and lend a hand?” she asked, her mouth twisted in a wry expression.

“Yes,” I said, and I saw their shoulders sag with relief. Too soon. “But, I won’t be your prisoner or your pawn. I’ll be your partner, or nothing.”

“What does that mean?” Roberta asked, taking a step forward. 

“It means no more sticking guns in my face or pressing buttons on devices attached to my brain,” I answered, coolly.

“And in exchange?” Lieutenant Kitsano asked.

“In exchange I won’t knock you all on the ground when you untie me,” I said, frowning. 

I didn’t like threatening them. I’ve seen so much violence of so many kinds in the past few months that you’d think I’d be immune, but I’m not. I’m especially not immune to being the cause of it. I hope I never am, or I’ll have lost myself.

Driscoll cleared his throat and looked at me meaningfully. My eyebrows knit together as I racked my brain to try to think of what he might be nudging me to do. Did I need to be more specific? He sounded awfully like an irritated tutor trying to remind a child of something.

“And, well,” I said, feeling awkward, “I also should say ‘thank-you’ for rescuing me.”

Driscoll looked smug. I must have guessed what he was getting at. I colored under his gaze, irritated at being treated like a child.

“We don’t need her that badly,” Roberta said with a head toss.

“We’ve been at this a long time,” Michael said with a sigh. “Our last plan was our last ditch effort, and you saw how that ended.”

Roberta flinched.

“How did it end?” Driscoll asked, his eyes narrowing. “I think I’d like to know what hasn’t worked.”

Michael flushed, and no one looked like they were going to answer.

“Patrick Driscoll is the head of a terrorist organization known as Driscoll’s Own.” I said. “He is personally responsible for the murder of innocents, among them many members of my family.”

My eyes had grown rock hard as I spoke and Driscoll raised his chin at the threat in my words.

“Is that true?” Kitsano asked.

“It’s true that I lead Driscoll’s Own,” Driscoll said, almost like he was proud of it. “Whatever you’ve done, I’ve probably done worse.”

“We didn’t plan on doing anything,” Roberta said sullenly.

“It was our error, though,” Michael said, “We tried to hack the programming on the emergency shuttles of El Dorado. We’d tried communication and couldn’t get through and we tried to call the emergency shuttles and couldn’t get our signal through, but we could read their communications, and we planted a hack.”

“That’s pretty sophisticated stuff,” Driscoll said.

“Well, I used to specialize in communications before...” Michael’s voice trailed off as he tried to convey the enormity of his position. “But it’s been a while, and I did something wrong and the hack deleted navigation code in El Dorado, not just the shuttles, and the next thing we knew...”

He spread his hands like he was cradling a mushroom cloud.

“Kablooie,” Roberta finished for him. “The idiot wrecked our only chance and killed thousands of sailors, colonists and marines. I assume you know that since you were aboard. What was it like to live through an emergency like that?”

“I was in a detached shuttle,” Driscoll said.

“Lucky.”

“So that was your last ditch effort? Why don’t you just stroll into the colony and ask for help?”

“We told you we tried that.”

“And? It couldn’t have been so bad. After all, you’re still here.”

“We are,” Roberta said bitterly, “But I’m not sure if you’ve noticed but we have a lot of stuff here and a pretty big set up. Did you think three people built this? There were originally twenty five of us deserters.”

Kitsano shot her a warning look, but I’d heard the word loud and clear.

“Deserters?” I asked quietly, looking Kitsano in the eye.

She watched me for a long time, anger, failure and embarrassment all warring behind her eyes. Eventually she gave an abbreviated nod and stepped towards me with a sigh. I wasn’t sure what she was planning, but the last thing I expected was a knife slipping out from her uniform. She flicked it open, demons warring in her eyes. I didn’t bother going through the whole mental chorus of “am-I-really-going-to-die-like-this” again. It was getting old.

Surprisingly, she didn’t stab me. Instead, she cut the bonds off my wrists and ankles. I relaxed, massaging my wrists where a thin purple line cut deep into my flesh.

“So now you know our secrets,” Kitsano said, frowning.

“And you already knew ours,” Driscoll said. Again, he reminded me of one of my tutors. There was a warning edge to his words. I wondered why he bothered. He’d saved my life a few times now in very subtle ways. It seemed a touch out of character.

“So what now,” Kitsano said, and she seemed more shadow than solid as she said it.

“Now we wait and we plan,” I said, still massaging.

“Agreed,” said Driscoll, and they all nodded.
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It was a good thing that the Baldric Three had made themselves at home in the camp they called “The Ledge” because we didn’t have much to occupy us beyond waiting.

The first night we were there they allowed Driscoll and I our own bunks, but took turns ‘keeping watch.’ Based on the looks they exchanged and the fact that they didn’t ask us to take a turn on watch, I figured they were mostly keeping an eye on us – or me. Trust between us was still a little thin.

I cuddled down in the marine-issue cot, grateful to have a real bed for the first time since arriving on Baldric. I wasn’t able to enjoy it as much as I would have liked since I needed to get my implant working on things, but I tried my best. 

That first night I hacked the Baldric Three’s computer systems via the implant, took control of their makeshift antenna, and attempted to hijack the satellite. Like Michael, I was unable to send a signal out from the satellite without direct access to the colony computers, but I could monitor the passives just fine. I set up a monitoring system to alert me of any approaching ships, planetary disturbances or other anomalies.

I also scanned the passives for any information on the El Dorado. She was dead. Her drives were damaged beyond repair, none of her personnel were logged as still living, and even her emergency power had fizzled out. There would be no help on that end.

I had the implant downloading the Baldric Three’s records, it would have to sift through usage reports to glean anything useful. So far the records backed up their claims.

I also tried to access the colony computers remotely, but to no avail. The Baldric Three were right. We would need to physically go back to make any changes. They were visibly worried about the prospect – gun shy. Based on that, I was feeling very grateful that they had come to ‘rescue’ me at all. I hadn’t made my thanks very clear beyond the statement that Driscoll had cajoled from me. I was realizing that gratitude was not my strong suit. That would come back and bite me some day if I didn’t fix it.

The implant still hadn’t detected any damage from my ordeal, but I was worried that the damage wouldn’t be noticeable until it was too late. There was no telling what that device could have done to my implant. I told my implant to continue to run diagnostics concurrently with the other tasks.

After that I let the system work its magic and I went to sleep. I did not dream of Roman, and I was both relieved and terrified by that. Hopefully another ship would come soon. My time to help him was running out.

The next morning, I woke last. I think having had my first real sleep in days had made me sleep longer than usual. Everyone else was holding a whispered conference in the common room around food and hot beverages. They stopped speaking when I strolled in the room.

“Don’t let me spoil the fun,” I said with a raised eyebrow, running my hand through my spoiled hair.

I grabbed the scissors from off the counter and saw Kitsano flinch. I sighed.

“Can anyone direct me to the facilities?”

Roberta pointed to my left, and I worked my way through the maze of makeshift walls and rooms in the direction she had sent me. There were outhouses on the edge of the cliff with a makeshift shower system set up. The shower was chilly as the water poured through a jury-rigged pipe-like contraption straight from the stream. You opened a valve to get it to pour in an enclosed space, and hey-presto a shower. I made use of the facilities, showered, and used the scissors to tidy my butcher-job on my hair. It was still a bit ragged and very short, but it would do. It was far more practical now, and I actually looked kind of ... mean. Here on Baldric that was a good thing. 

There was nothing I could do about my clothing, but it was made of a dirt-resistant fabric and so a quick brushing and shaking and it was almost as good as clean, although that didn’t do much for the lived-in smell. All of Baldric smelled faintly of rotting citrus, and when you combined that with body odor it was enough to make anyone’s belly roll.

Everyone was still whispering when I returned the scissors. Once again they quieted when I returned. I ignored them.

“Driscoll has been telling us about the things the Matsumotos have done,” Roberta said. Her voice sounded like she was trying to bait me into a fight. 

“At any time of the day or night he’s telling somebody,” I said wryly.

Driscoll’s expression was blank, but the others watched me curiously.

“Are you expecting me to defend the actions of my family?” I asked, pouring myself a cup of the hot beverage and sipping. It was a fragrant herbal tea. Possibly local. Probably not drugged.  I still hadn’t eaten, but I was doing pretty well despite that. No real loss of energy, though my belly was knotted and painful.  

Is there a reason that I can go so well without food? I asked my implant.

Your system is full of injected nanites which were brought up to date at your last doctor’s appointment. They will cannibalize your body to provide the energy that you need. You will not notice many symptoms of hunger. You have approximately twenty-two days of normal activity levels and then you will expire. Increased energy use will shorten that time frame.

“Well, they are your family,” Michael suggested.

I didn’t answer. I just sipped my tea. They were my family, yes, and that made them my responsibility, but my responsibility lay in rectifying their actions, not justifying them.

“He’s also telling us about Driscoll’s Own,” Roberta challenged.

Nice, Patrick. He was the typical terrorist – always recruiting.

“We like what we hear,” Roberta said.

Really, she was going to have to work harder than that if she was going to goad me.

“Then why don’t you join?” I asked, sipping again.

“We already have,” Roberta said.

Was she lying? I glanced at Driscoll. Apparently not. I had thought all that whispering had been about me, but I guess that was a bit egocentric. He’d actually been winning a few converts.

“What you do in your spare time isn’t really my concern,” I said, still playing cool-and-collected with the tea sipping.

Roberta’s eyes flashed, and I hid a smile behind the mug. Score one for Vera. My inner grin faded at Driscoll’s gaze. He was assessing me again and his eyes were narrowed. If I had a father, maybe Driscoll would remind me of him. I disappointed him constantly, never living up to his standards.

“While you were learning the secret handshake I was working on another project,” I said.

“What’s that?” Kitsano said.

“Figuring out how to get us off this rock,” I said. “You were right that the satellite can’t be ordered outside the slaved terminal at the colony, but I can read its mail. We’ll know when a ship is coming. What’s the turn-around from here to New Greenland?”

“Four days,” Kitasano said, and I choked on the tea.

I was still coughing when Driscoll said, “That’s all?!”

“Did you think we were months or years out?” Lieutenant Kitsano said in a dry tone.

“Frankly, yes! They had us in cryosleep!”

“It’s easier to keep the tigers calm when you use a tranquilizer,” Roberta said, almost echoing my thoughts exactly. Maybe she was quicker than I was giving her credit for.

“Plus, no one wants prisoners to know where this planet is,” Lieutenant Kitsano said, “If you ever went back home you could tell people. Or you might be more motivated to try to escape if you knew it was only a few days voyage, not light years. Plus, they can keep you that way as long as they like while they collect prisoners from all over the Empire. Maybe you were in cryosleep for months. Maybe some of you were in it for years.”

That was unsettling. How long were Ian and I held in the belly of that ship before we were put out here? Had I missed years in the outside world? I scanned my memories quickly trying to think if I had seen any hints of how much time had passed in Roman’s memories. 

“I thought we were considered ‘colonists,’” Driscoll muttered.

How long were we in cryosleep?

Roberta rolled her eyes and said, “Can we drop the pretense?”

He opened up his palm in a gesture of acceptance.

Eleven months and two days.

I choked back a gasp as I absorbed the implant’s revelation.

“The planet is hidden in plain sight?” I asked Kitsano, trying to cover my shock.

“Yes. It’s in a system that contains a lot of mineral asteroids, but it is flagged as a useless ball of rock. No one questions the surveyor records. Why would they lie?”

It had been almost a year after they separated Roman and I we landed here. We’d lost almost a year, and we were only four days away. When Roman had been on the rooftop with the Sergeant they’d been on New Greenland. They’d been only four days away. Where was he now? Was it possible that he was still somewhere that close? My traitorous eyes welled with tears, and I fought to blink them away. 

“Well wouldn’t miners notice all the traffic here?” Driscoll asked. He was watching me, with his forehead wrinkled with concern. He could see what I was trying to hide.

“All what traffic?” Roberta grumbled, but Kitsano silenced her with a raised hand.

“The minerals are Crown Holdings and no one has been given access to them for generations. They claim that they are a reserve.”

“Clever enough,” Driscoll muttered, “and typical of Matsumotos.”

I wish I could give us that much credit.

“So if a ship arrives here, how much lead time will we have from the satellite’s warning?” Kitsano asked me.

I shrugged and said, “Hours.”

“And they could arrive any day,” Driscoll said.

“Yes,” I agreed. I was trying very hard to remain cool and aloof, like I was focused on the task, while inside I was a fury of emotions. 

Michael glanced at his computer. He knew I hadn’t accessed it, and they had probably checked me for portable devices. His brow furrowed, but he said nothing. 

“So either we find a way to go to the colony right now,” I said, “and we establish our connection from there as soon as possible, or we wait for the signal and then we will have to high-tail it there so we can communicate with the ship when it enters Baldric orbit.”

“If we go back we risk dealing with Major Reynolds,” Driscoll said.

“If Reynolds is still alive,” I added.

“And Reynolds won’t work with us,” he said, “Not now. Even before he was attacked he wanted to cut open our heads.”

“Then we wait,” Lieutenant Kitsano said.

“It will make our timeline tight when we eventually do have to get up and go,” I said, twiddling the mug in my hands and desperately trying not to think about where Roman might be and whether he was sailing in the opposite direction.

“But it’s the only real option,” Driscoll agreed.

It wasn’t much of a plan, but it was all we had.

The days were long. I felt the time pass with a keenness born of my new ambitions and my intense worry about Roman. When I had thought him a Blackwatch marine I had been worried, because life for marines is dangerous, but I’d been pleased. After all, it was a life and I thought he would do well in it, but now he was sentenced to death and I was consumed with worry.

He hated the Empire for what we had done to his family and he had been made to serve. The woman he loved had been taken from him by death, and he had still served. He was sentenced to a hopeless task, and I knew he would still serve. Somehow I would rescue him from this endless servitude and give him what he had always wanted – freedom from this life he didn’t want. 

I missed him. I’d failed him. It was the least I could do for him.

I imagined his eyes alight as he helped me take down Nigel. My heart warmed as I remembered his soft lips on mine. I wanted him safe and whole and happy. I wanted him somewhere far away from where I – or any other Matsumoto- could damage him. I wanted him to be okay. 

My face healed enough that I was able to remove the bandage, revealing a fat pink scar with jagged, puckered edges. It wasn’t pretty. That scalpel must have really been out of control when it carved Daniels’ signature down my cheek. 

My eye was blessedly untouched though the scar came very close. Moving my face hurt, and I felt nothing where the scar was, or in the skin surrounding it. Nerves must have been cut. I could still move my eyes and mouth, but the left side of my face was a bit stiff looking when I smiled or frowned. It felt like a foreign piece of plastic rather than my own face. Then again, very little about me felt the same anymore.

Driscoll was not idle in the days that we waited. He had won the hearts of these half-shadow drifters and they hung on his every word. Kitsano had taken the longest, but now she was the worst. She followed him with a dog-like devotion. The Matsumoto-hating cause would have three very dedicated followers by the time he was through. I should have been offended, but I wasn’t. 

They left me alone, whispering when I was near. I no longer thought it was about me. Most likely it was secret Driscoll’s Own business, but it worried me when they sent hungry glances in my direction. Did they want me to join, too? That was somewhat irrational. What, exactly, did they want from me?

One morning I overheard what they were talking about.

“You should have seen her. She rode a rhino and came charging down the hill into their ranks. The whole army of shadows scattered.”

“Now that’s a Matsumoto I would follow.”

Strange. I didn’t have time to think on it, though, because my implant chirped.

Starship has been detected on course for Baldric.
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ETA?

Starship is on vector for least time transition to Baldric orbit. ETA to orbit approximately six hours.

We would be in range of communications by the time they reached orbit. Six hours wasn’t much time to fight through an army of shadows to the colony and talk them into seeing things our way, so we needed to leave Casa Baldric Three.

I made a beeline into the common room where the usual suspects had their heads close together drinking their local tea and talking quietly. I cleared my throat, and they all looked at me. Driscoll looked amused.

“It’s go time,” I said, in the most clichéd way possible. 

“Already?” Michael said, as if we hadn’t been waiting for days. 

My vision swam for a micro-second, but I blinked away any worries about that. It was probably oxygen toxicity. That caused bouts of disorientation.

I picked up my assigned pack and firearm. Kitsano had been reluctant to set one aside for me. They had plenty, but I think the marine still saw me as a potential threat.

I was still strapping on my pack when I realized that no one else was joining me.

“Have you changed your mind?” I asked Patrick with a raised eyebrow.

“Far from it,” he replied with an odd note in his voice. He’d been strange the last few days  - or maybe I should say ‘stranger than normal.’ He was still his passionate, but somewhat hidden, self trying to attach strings to everyone he met and apply gentle pressure to those strings, but something had changed in his demeanor to me. 

“Move out,” Kitsano said, picking up her pack and gun and elbowing past me.

The others followed now that she was the one giving the orders instead of me, and I found myself in the rear with Driscoll.

“Never a dull moment, is there, Vera,” he said wryly.

“Not on Baldric,” I agreed, booting up my implant’s fighting programs and mapping program. 

We were an hour’s hike from the colony. If we were quick and didn’t encounter resistance from the shadows, we would have more time to negotiate with whoever was leading the colony.

Driscoll was in a chatty mood. “And before Baldric? Where were you then?”

“Capricornia,” I said, biting my lip as a wave of homesickness for Roman washed over me.

“I understand it was a bit chaotic there, as well,” Driscoll said, “and there was also drama on Nagara. Has there been anywhere that you’ve been since you graduated that was not quickly thrown into chaos and death.”

I frowned, and my eyebrows knitted together. What did he want me to say? Was I supposed to admit I was the angel of death or something?

“I do what I have to do when I have to do it.”

“To what end?” he challenged.

“To fulfill my duty and loyalty to the people and nation I was born for,” I said, like it was a catechism answer. In a way it was. I turned to look at him square in the face, and my cheeks flamed with my own passion. I was so sick of having to explain myself to everyone all the time. “I know you hate me for that. I know you’d all like to see me dead. But guess what? I don’t care anymore. I am carved of duty and born to responsibility. I’ve failed, but I will find a way back somehow. Know that. And know that all your challenges and reality checks can’t tell me anything bad about myself that I don’t already see every time I look into a mirror.”

I grimaced and looked away. I knew that I’d earned the hell everyone seemed to want to put me through, but it sure was getting monotonous.

We trudged quietly down the mountain, trying to be as inconspicuous as possible so as not to stir up the shadows. The trees were getting larger, with wider spreading branches and more of the eggplant-colored leaves growing thick. I was admiring how the too-white light looked on their pale undersides when I felt that same echo in my implant that I hadn’t heard since the Baldric Three saved me.

My head pounded with it, and somehow it was more intense than ever before. Waves of those echoes rolled over me, growing stronger and louder with each successive wave. After a full minute I saw the Baldric Three stiffen also, their bodies becoming less solid and more faded. They flickered at the height of the wave I felt and I thought that they must be feeling them, too.

This was bad! If we were already under attack how would we get to the colony in time? I hadn’t believed them that the shadows would be on top of us so quickly. How could they know we were here? They didn’t have any modern tech. Was it because our allies were half-shadow themselves? Were they connected somehow? Or had it just been good old-fashioned surveillance? Maybe they had been waiting around at the base of the hill the whole time we were on the ledge.

The next wave hit me like an avalanche and then our way was blocked by a wall of shadows. I unslung my nettlegun. The Baldric Three sunk to their knees, hands held to the sides of their heads like they were trying to hold their brains inside. The pain was fierce. Dricoll and I opened fire. 

I ran forward, positioning myself in front of the Three and splashing the shadows before me with a wave of nettles. They tore like tissue paper, but re-formed just as quickly. Behind me Driscoll was screaming at the Three to get up as he fired into the shadows closing behind us.

The nettles were useless. Desperate, I kicked the hand-to-hand program into overdrive as the first wave of shadow-figures materialized in front of me. They were close enough that I could smell rotting fungus and the ringing sound they left in my mind left a copper aftertaste under my tongue.

They were humanoid, some more human looking than others. Before they had only appeared as reflections of us, but now they assumed their own shapes. 

The ones that weren’t as human were taller and thinner with an extra set of arms and an elongated lower jaw. Their hair was mane-like and wild. They must be the original residents of Baldric. The part of my brain that wasn’t busily fighting for survival took a moment to marvel at how similar to humans this life-form was. That life existed at all on other planets was phenomenal, to have it appear so similar to ours was astronomically rare. Why in the world would my family have wiped out such a rare and amazing species? Did they pose a threat to our Empire? 

I didn’t have long to dwell on that as the shadows flooded in. I leapt forward, spinning in a kick that threw five of them into their own ranks. I spiraled around, punching another in his elongated jaw, and dodging a furious attack from my right. With so many of them trying to engage me, they were getting in their own way, but I needed to defend the Baldric Three and Driscoll. They didn’t have my advantages. 

I danced around them, trying to avoid Driscoll’s friendly fire while still battling the shadows. The sound of their rushing voices, for that must be what that was in my head, was overwhelming. I couldn’t pick any particular voice out; instead they melded together within me. No wonder the Baldric Three were frozen, clutching their heads pain. Whatever was still human in them must find the cries of their half-brothers crippling.

The press of bodies was becoming ridiculous. I lunged, thrusting two large shadows out of my way, my skills enhanced by the program, and then I grabbed the shoulder of one and used the leverage to spin upward and plant two feet in a massive kick to the chest of another, throwing him back and bowling over another dozen behind him.

“Vera!” Driscoll cried, and I risked a glance behind me to see him fall beneath the press of shadow bodies. His hands clawed out as they pressed in on him until I could only see one hand, clutching at grass, dirt, shadows, anything it encountered. I pushed towards him, throwing shadows out of my way, but others poured into the gaps until I was further away than I began.

Out of my way! I screamed in my mind, forcing my way through.  OUT OF MY WAY!

Shadow bodies parted, scrambling over one another’s shoulders and heads in a mad panic as if something were lighting their heels on fire. A path opened from me to Driscoll, clearing around his body and the bodies of my half-shadow friends.

BACK!

They pushed further backwards, and I gaped with amazement. That I could communicate with them was thrilling, although not entirely unexpected. Since I could hear the hum of their voices I had thought that perhaps I would eventually be able to pick out a way to speak, but I had never expected to be obeyed. They had obeyed me like I was a god to them. The shock was still reverberating in my mind when a single shadow stepped into the cleared path, standing between me and the frightened shadows.

He spoke to me through the link, but it wasn’t speech. He sent the idea to me somehow and I understood it in my mind, but I still could pick out no words from the rushing-river sound of their communication.

What do you want here with us? Your coming is trouble. Go on your way quickly.

I want to be on my way as quickly as you want me gone ,I sent to him, I need access to the colony beyond here.

Your kind kills. Death. Pain. Horror. If you live then death. Pain. Horror. Can’t be allowed. Can’t comply.

I’ll promise no violence if you let me through. We want only to be free of this planet.

Free. Whole. Released is what we want. You must all go. Go now.

We’ll go as quickly as we can, only please let us leave.

A pact. Promise. Hope. No blood shed. Violence. Betrayal. And we will leave you to go. She will come to ensure. She will keep your word for you.

Agreed, I said.

Go. Be rid of you. Final peace. Peace. Sleep.

It was confusing, but I seemed to be getting the drift. At least we all agreed on one thing. We all wanted the humans to be gone off of Baldric.

I walked forward, and he stood aside to let me haul Driscoll back on his feet. The Baldric Three were gaping at me, hands lowered to their sides. I wondered how much they had heard. Their guns were still on the ground.

Driscoll had his gun up and tracking the shadows as soon as he was on his feet.

“Gun down. No shooting,” I said to Driscoll, hurriedly putting a hand to his trigger finger. “I’ve brokered a temporary truce but it will be over the moment we shed blood, or are violent, or something. The exact rules aren’t super clear.”

“Of course not,” Driscoll said, trying for his usual cynical tone, but his eyes blazed with something else. Hope? It looked akin to hero worship, but that made no sense. Maybe he was enormously impressed by xeno-communication.

The Baldric Three were on their feet and they grouped up behind Driscoll almost unconsciously, they were smiling. The aliens must leave a strange impression on people. Maybe I was immune because of my implant.

“Come on,” I said, trying to hide my confusion, and leading them through the narrow path between the press of shadows. 

Not a single one made a move to attack us. They stood perfectly still, immobile and straight, like they were standing at parade rest. It was incredibly eerie. I walked slowly at first, being sure not to touch them or provoke them, but as we progressed and the shadows seemed to go on and on I sped up without meaning to, till I was almost jogging, I was so anxious to escape their claustrophobic ranks. The sheer volume of them was enormous. Their river of thought continued to rumble and from the depths of it a recurring thought rolled through, She comes.

I didn’t think they meant me. Their ultimate leader must be female. She was the one who was going to enforce our promise, and now she was coming. I was very nervous about what that meant. I wanted to be at the colony before she arrived. Maybe we could convince the ship to send a shuttle right to us, and we would never have to meet the terrible leader of these shadows.

I drew myself to my full tiny height and tried my best not to pull on my shortened hair. The shadows loomed on both sides, their semi-translucent bodies almost humming with energy as they spoke together in the roiling stream of projected thought. They varied in height and size, some more human, and some less, but all completely focused on us. They were dressed in varied ways. The humans were in shadowy lab coats, skinsuits, and uniforms. The aliens were in swathed fabric that covered them from nose to knees and wrapped around their heads like turbans. They held no weapons. I wondered about their shadow lives. Did they eat? Did they need to? Could they hold solid objects? I couldn’t tell from their endless forms. Why hadn’t I checked before? Oh yes, I had been focused on survival. 

I heard a gasp from Driscoll behind me and I immediately saw why. Sammy stood in the forward ranks lining our path, or at least his shadow did. It stared straight ahead, vibrating like the others and looking at a point somewhere in the mid distance. 

“Sammy?” Driscoll said, in tones of horror. “Is that you?”

Sammy said nothing.

“Are you ok, lad?”

Still nothing.

“Driscoll,” I warned, “Best to leave it.”

I flushed. Sammy had been under my leadership when he was taken. He was my responsibility, and it was my fault that he was a shadow now. I had to do better. I’d failed in all my responsibilities. I must do better.

The weight of an empire was settling on my shoulders as I walked the ghoulish gauntlet. It was time to take up the mantle of the Matsumotos. They had rejected me, but I did not dare reject them. There was already too much blood on our hands.

Driscoll’s face was lined with sorrow and guilt. He stopped and searched his friend’s face doggedly as he passed, seeming reluctant to leave him. 

“Remember that time on Nightshade? We stayed all week at that fishing shack. You caught a Night Snapper so big it almost sunk us. I told you it wasn’t worth hauling home, but you never let anything beat you...”

He reached forward, like he was going to grip his friend’s hand.

“Driscoll,” I said gently.

He shook himself and frowned, but he started to walk again, watching Sammy over his shoulder like he thought his friend would join him.

How many shadows were there? The minutes ticked by as we walked between their ranks, and still there were more. They seemed endless, and as they had said, this was only a part of their army. 

I was beginning to fear this walk of death would never end when we broke, finally, through their ranks. The press of bodies eased as quickly as it had swelled and I gulped down quick breaths of over-oxygenated air. It had never tasted so bitter. 

The trees swayed gently before us, but their innocent limbs seemed like reaching arms now, and their plum leaves seemed too much like dried blood. I felt a chill that had nothing to do with the cooling air or the sterile white light. Baldric was not our home.

“It’s time to leave this yellow-dust-ball,” I said.

Driscoll was the only one who laughed, and it sounded forced, but the confidence in my voice lent me courage and I picked up the pace, refusing to turn and watch the shadows. We just had to keep from panicking and running for a little longer. I had a chilling fear that if we ran all bets would be off. They seemed to be the types to enjoy the chase.

We were all breathing a little too quickly when we finally caught sight of the colony. I thought I’d feel relieved when I finally saw it, but nothing could have been further from the truth.
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Chapter Twenty-Six


[image: image]


In fairness, I had been unconscious the last time I arrived here and also when we left, so this was my first time seeing the colony. It was a ramshackle lump of modern buildings rising up in the center of a surrounding ceramicrete wall. They were in poor repair, which was little wonder with the intense turnover and poor quality colonists that had been marooned here over the years. Overgrown foliage showed singe marks at the top of the wall where a spiral of wire was electrified.  It reminded me a run-down ghetto in the worst of cities. Unfortunately that wall, despite its ill-repair, still made it impregnable. 

Spiralling out of the center of the compound was a thick pillar of black smoke. Orange flames tangled through the pillar and licked at the surrounding buildings. Something bad was going on in the Blackwatch colony. I just hoped it wasn’t affecting the satellite’s slaved terminal.

I studied the door, wondering how to get their attention. 

“Do we knock?” Driscoll asked from behind me. I was starting to get nervous about how frequently his words matched my thoughts. What had I come to that I was thinking in the same patterns as one of the Empire’s worst terrorists?

“There’s a pad to communicate beside the door,” Kitsano suggested. 

“I’m guessing that’s not how you got in last time,” I said.

“No, we didn’t, but the other way involves killing people, and since we just promised we wouldn’t...” she let her voice trail off.

I nodded. We definitely didn’t want bloodshed. 

I led the way to the main door, tapped the communications pad and waited. Two cameras swivelled to view me. I resisted the urge to scratch my scar and stood motionless instead, waiting for a response.

“They seem to be preoccupied,” Driscoll said from my left shoulder. 

“They do,” I agreed.

“Maybe we should try the other route,” he said.

“Maybe we can afford to wait a few more moments,” I said, mimicking his cool tone.

The minutes stretched out. Inside the wall the fire continued unabated.

“Maybe their hands are too full for visitors,” Driscoll said, as the unmistakable zip of a nettlegun sang out. 

“Someone’s having a party in there, and we’re here to crash it,” I said, still cool on the outside, even though I was frustrated and desperate to get to the terminal on the inside. 

I felt a shift in the world around me, but I didn’t need to turn around. The communication pad had a gleaming, reflective surface. I could see the forest behind me. I saw that the white tree boles were almost invisible, they were so blocked by ranks of shadows .

I was finding it difficult to hold my ground, but we were surrounded – the sounds of a civil uprising were coming from the settlement before us, a hostile army was gathering behind us, and the Baldric Three had fallen to their knees again trying to block it all out. Like everything in my life, this situation was stacked in the usual Vera fashion – overwhelmingly against me.

I chewed on the inside of my lip and then tapped the pad again, hoping to convey my annoyance to whoever was listening.

After long minutes, the door mechanism whirred and the seal broke with a gasp. The two doors wheezed as they separated, slowly opening a gap up between them.

Standing in the gap was Ian McIsaac. At his back were four others in our same skinsuits, holding nettleguns. Their suits were dirty and ash-covered. One was Ch’ng, and the look he gave me was a mix of hostility and respect. The hostility I was used to. The respect was a surprise though a welcome one.

Ian shot a look of confusion toward the Baldric Three, and a look of satisfaction to me. I didn’t have time to enjoy that look. He noticed the shadows in the tree line behind us last of all. He cursed.

“Can you never just come alone, Vera?” he asked, frustration and anger the top notes in his voice.

“No one ever believes me when I tell them I want my space,” I said wryly. 

He smiled, every trace of the emotional journey we’d taken since leaving Capricornia was erased in what was truly an expression of friendship. Maybe seeing me hauled off by shadows after my brain was almost carved open had removed his hatred.

“It’s good to see you,” he said.

I felt my own smile warm at the look in his beautiful blue eyes. 

“Don’t worry, I’ve made a temporary truce with them,” I said gesturing to the shadows. “We’ll be safe until we get off this planet. And I have a plan for that, too.”

“Of course you do,” he said, and his smile was so warm I could have basked in it for hours.

Our gazes locked, radiating warmth and happiness for a split second. My heart opened with the warmth of forgiveness and comradery blossomed again where there had only been bare bitterness before.

“Ian,” I said, holding out a hand. 

“You don’t need to say it,” he began, but whatever else he was going to say was cut off by a throaty yell.

“For Baldric!” 

I spun in surprise. Roberta leapt up from her crouch, something small and square in one hand, and her nettlegun, still with its strap over one shoulder, brandished in the other.

Something in her expression told me I should be afraid at almost the same moment that I felt a stab of pain through my skull. I fell to the ground, clutching my head.

“Did you think I wouldn’t keep this?” She said, and her hand opened enough to show the device Dr. Daniels had connected to my implant. “Death to the Matsumotos!”

“No!” 

I didn’t know if that was me screaming or Ian. I tried to stand and fight, but my implant was stalled, unable to hear my commands, and my fight programs fizzled out. My own physical body was also frozen, the intense pain too much for it to process my brain’s orders.

Ian leapt in front of me just as Roberta fired her nettlegun. He fell just as fast, slumping on top of me. My hands dropped from my head, clutching him instead. I was in too much agony to speak, and his eyes were already glassy, his chest a shredded mess of cloth and flesh. 

Roberta’s nettlegun was swinging towards me, and I couldn’t even close my eyes. The pain had stolen all function from me. 

Just as I was sure she was about to fire, blood spurted from her neck, coating the ground, and her head flopped loosely as she fell to join us. The nettlegun didn’t even fire. Behind her Driscoll stood, holding a bloody knife. He reached down, scooped up the black device and flicked a button. The pain stopped. I blinked. 

Driscoll looked me in the eye, and then quick as lightning he dropped the device and stomped on it. Crushing it into a thousand pieces. My mouth fell open.

“I thought you hated me.”

“I thought he hated you,” he said, gesturing to Ian.

“Only for the last few days.” I said. Hot tears formed in my eyes and splashed onto Ian’s face as I gently closed his eyes. “Before that...”

I started to say something to mourn my prodigal friend. “I always thought that if you went deep enough you’d find that Ian was a really good person. I can’t believe-”

My words cut off as the shadows rushed towards us.

“Inside!” I yelled, dragging Ian with me. Driscoll grabbed his other arm, and we fled into the colony, Kitsano and Michael following us and Ch’ng activating the close function almost before we were all through the doors.

Ch’ng was flushed and only inches away. “What was that?!”

“We spilled blood,” I whispered, as the blood drained from my face.
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Chapter Twenty-Seven
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“What do you mean?” Ch’ng said.

“The truce was for as long as we didn’t spill blood. We spilled blood.”

He gaped like he was going to launch into me and split my lip with his fist, but there was no time for that. I was still holding Ian’s warm, dead body. For some unfathomable reason he’d given his life to save me. I didn’t agree with his choice, but I’d damn well honor it.

“What is this?” I asked, pointing at the smoke and flames, and distracting him from his frustration.

“We fought the marines,” Ch’ng said. His voice was hollow, like he couldn’t decide what emotion dominated him just yet. “Ian led us. He found a weakness, and he exploited it. The fighting was intense, but we won. We were just about to deal with the fire when you called at the gate. Ian said we’d get you first. You could help fight the fire.”

“Ok,” I said, deep in assessment mode. “Kitsano, go with Ch’ng and sort out the fire. Michael, you’ll guide me to the satellite terminal.” I looked at Ch’ng, fixing him with my eyes, “We have a limited time to communicate with a starship and get all of our reeking bodies off this planet, are you in?”

“Yes,” he said, his eyes fixed on Ian’s corpse.

“Then go with Kitsano and don’t give her flack for being an ex-marine.”

“What about for being only half here?” he asked bitterly, pointing at her half-translucent body.

“Or that. We need her.” I shifted my focus, “Take Ian, Driscoll. Put him somewhere respectful. Then meet us at the terminal.”

An electric sound startled us all.

“That’s the Javierians trying to breach the electric fence on the wall,” Kitsano said. 

My lips thinned.

“When you’re done with Ian get eyes on the wall, Patrick,” I said. His eyes had that stupid glow thing going on again. I ignored it and turned to Michael, “Lead on, Michael. We’re running low on time.”

He started to scuttle to the right but a yell from Driscoll kept me from following.

“They’re coming over the wall!” he yelled.

I swivelled and looked. Somehow, against all reason, the shadows had formed some sort of ghastly human pyramid like something out of a team training event gone wrong. They were towering beside the wall, flinging their own to the other side. Some were damaged from the fall, but others were already picking themselves up and rushing towards us.

“Leave Ian and get to us!” I called to Driscoll. He didn’t need orders. He was already sprinting in our direction, the shadows hot on his heels.

I raised the gun and booted the fighting program, spraying the shadows on either side of Driscoll with nettles but careful to keep clear of him. My heart hurt as their massed bodies covered Ian’s fallen form. Once again I had left a friend to suffer indignity after death. Would it ever end? I bit the inside of my lip and tasted blood.

“What now?” Driscoll asked, ducking into the outdoor hallway we were in.

“Michael leads. You follow. I have the rear,” I said, still firing into the shadows.

We headed off at a quick trot. Michael was leading, but as was typical for him he barely noticed the shadows, leaving Driscoll and I to deal with them. Maybe it was because he was half-shadow himself, but I suspected it was more likely just his temperament.

We eeled through the sandy corridors between buildings until Michael indicated the one we needed. Smoke rose ominously from the back of the building.

“It’s this one,” he said.

“It appears to be on fire,” Driscoll muttered.

“Yeah,” Michael said, as if he’d just realized that could be a problem.

“We’ll see how bad it is, but we can’t afford to get trapped in there without an exit if it really is in flames. You’ll need to cover the door, Driscoll.”

He nodded and took up a position at the door as Michael and I entered. The room wasn’t on fire yet, the smoke was there, but not overpowering. I tried not to breathe too much. I wished I’d had that breathing apparatus from the first leg of the journey. It would be helpful now.

“It’s through here,” Michael said, laser-focused on finding the terminal. He led us through into an inner hallway, lit by emergency lights, then into a large auditorium and further back into another hall. The smoke was gathering, and we were already further from Driscoll than I would have liked.

“Is it much further I asked?”

“No,” he said, and there was something weird about how he said it. He seemed tense. Maybe it was just because we were going deeper and deeper into a burning building. That should make anyone nervous.

Finally, we pushed our way into a command room. It was eerily similar to the one Driscoll and I had been held in. It was possible that without the smoke I would recognize it as being that exact room.  He led the way to the slaved terminal and sat down at it. I used my implant.

Establish link to terminal 8CR5349058.  I read the terminal number off of the ID tag.

Establishing link...Link established.

Connect to satellite.

Connection made.

Michael was still booting up the terminal.

Name of starship approaching Baldric?

Starship ID is Cardinal’s Blood, a ship of Blackwatch. She is commanded by Captain Lewis Sato.

Establish communication link via satellite with Cardinal’s Blood and download any recent colony records that you can access.

“Got it!” Michael said, finally tapping into the console’s connection to the satellite’s communications just as Driscoll burst through the door behind us, firing behind him.

“Time’s up. It’s leave now or be eaten by shadows,” he said.

The fire must have changed somehow between when he entered and when we did. When he opened the door, the other door at the opposite side of the room exploded open. Flames burst out of that door and licked at the walls and ceiling. The edges of the nearest flame engulfed Michael, seated at the console. 

He leapt to his feet, screaming, and pin-wheeling through the room. I froze. There was nothing near to put out the fire. His screams were haunting.

A burst of nettles ripped out from beside me and Michael dropped silently to the ground. I gasped and looked at Driscoll. His lips thinned, but he didn’t bother to explain himself. I guess when you’re a terrorist killing people quickly is something you do with regularity

“We need to go,” I said, making for the door.

Driscoll hadn’t been lying. The hall beyond was packed with shadows. We fired into them, but with the flames at our backs, and no other entrances or windows there was only one way out – through the press of shadows. 

I roared a battle cry, kicked my fighting program into overdrive and launched myself into the fray.

Connection established, two records downloaded.

I fired and two shadows burst apart. I followed up close on the heels of my nettles, my right leg sweeping out as I ducked low under the attacks of my opponents. I fired into their knees, pushed hard to stand upright again and then there was no more room to use the gun. It was all kicking, elbowing, and smashing with the barrel and stock of the nettlegun. I could sense and hear Driscoll tucked in behind me defending my back. He seemed to be angry about something.

Captain Sato of the Cardinal’s Blood, this is an emergency communique from the colony on Baldric. Our colony has been overrun by hostiles. Request emergency assistance and lift out from the colony.

It wasn’t the best wording, but I didn’t want to give my name, and it’s tough to compose formal notes while you’re literally biting a shadow’s arm with your teeth and jamming your gun barrel into his guts and firing. If these things were made of flesh we’d be slipping on blood by now.

Request name and ID number for confirmation that this communique is authentic.

The response sounded automated. Someone up there wasn’t doing her job well if she was letting the machine get it.

Repeat, this is an emergency communique from the colonists on Baldric. Our colony has been overrun by hostiles. Please send emergency assistance!

I really hoped a human got it this time because there was no guarantee that the slaved terminal was going to last much longer in those flames. As if triggered my negative thoughts the implant popped up a message.

Connection lost...

Great. Just flipping great. 

“It’s getting worse back here,” Driscoll said, his tone a warning.

“Because it’s all roses up here,” I grunted, flipping forward to land on the shoulders of a particularly tall indigenous shadow and using the height to fire down on the ranks below me.

We were close to the gate, although I didn’t see how that would help. To my left there was some sort of enclosure and inside...Rhinric! I sent a mental blast towards her, willing her to come to me and she crashed against the haphazard enclosure. It was worth a shot.

I was thrown from the shadow’s shoulders, but I twisted to land on my feet and socked him in the eye with the stock of my gun. I glanced at the telltale. Ammunition was at 10%. Pretty soon it would all be hand to hand. I felt a surge in the wave of their cacophonic communication that sent me reeling. Maybe it was their communications, or maybe it was that oxygen toxicity again, but my head spun for long enough that I was swept off my feet by a shadow and thrown through the air. I hit the ground hard, curling reflexively to protect my vitals. A large shadow blocked the sun, and I forced my head up to look at my enemy. 

It was Rhinric. She was standing above me, fending off my attackers with her horn. I hauled myself to my feet and up her back, grasping her heavy mane and urging her towards where Driscoll was down, swamped in shadows.

“Patrick!” I yelled. 

My hand stretched towards his. He managed to grab it through the press of bodies and we both pulled with all our strength. I felt the resistance as hands tried to pull him back, but it only made me grit my teeth and pull harder. I was done taking losses. Now, I wanted to inflict some.

“Matsumoto!” a cry rang out from behind me. 

I urged  Rhinric around to look. It was Ch’ng. Somehow, unbelievably, he, Kitsano and two others were opening the gate, huddled around the controls. I opened my mouth to warn them, but I was already too late.
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Chapter Twenty-Eight 
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The moment the doors started to open the shadows squeezed through, surrounding Ch’ng and the others and spilling into the corridor between us. I had thought the press of bodies before had filled our path, but now two more shadows were pressing in for every one that had been there before. Their ranks made visibility difficult. If it hadn’t been for Rhinric it would be impossible to see. 

I steered towards Ch’ng and the exit.  The buildings behind us were engulfed in flames and the heat was growing too intense to be near. Beads of sweat formed on my skin and my clothing felt too hot. Rhinric struggled to move forward, her efforts impeded by the press of shadows. I willed her to walk up and over them, wincing inside as she complied, lifting her front legs and slamming down only to do it again and again like a dog through deep snow. The puffs of bursting shadows were like inkblots all around us, hanging in the air for only a moment before falling or fading from existence.

I wanted to think that the shadows weren’t people and that they just re-formed when they burst apart. It was possibly true, since we’d witnessed them re-forming, but it was possible that it wasn’t true and I was willfully trampling a humanoid species to death. The thought gave me chills. It was necessary for my survival, but maybe that’s what my family thought when they committed this genocide.

Despite trampling dozens of shadows already, we were progressing more slowly than continental drift. The press of bodies, if that was what they really were, was just too strong. Their mental noise was wearing steadily on me. I was having trouble thinking beyond the moment. I thought that perhaps I could use my implant to help us out, but I lost the thread of that thought almost as soon as I embraced it. Any other strategic planning was shoved forcefully out of my mind by the incessant drone and shriek of angry aliens filling my mind. I thought about shutting the implant off, but it controlled the programs for fighting. I needed those. 

Out where Ch’ng and his allies stood, Kitsano seemed to be struggling as much as I was. Her hands were clamped over her face and she was sunk down on her heels in a squat, unable or unwilling to move. Ch’ng prodded her from time to time, but he and the others were being overrun. One of his people was snatched from his perch and moments later a green translucent fungi sprang up like a flag behind them.

Shut down exterior communications coming in, I ordered my implant, hoping to stem the tide of alien communication. 

A moment of pure relief washed over me as the river of thought abated for a moment, only to return again in full force. The implant command must not have worked – or maybe I was hearing their voices now without the aid of the implant.

We were close to Kitsano and Ch’ng, but still too far away to do much beyond fire into the shadow ranks. Moments later my nettlegun stopped responding. A brief look at the readout showed I was out of ammunition. Driscoll’s gun also stuttered to a stop.

Here we were, overrun and outnumbered. In a moment we’d be dragged from our high ground and planted in the ground to grow a fungi garden. It had all come to nothing. All the struggle. All the hopes. 

I gave a mental yell of frustration, projecting it in all my fury at the shadows. My eyes clenched shut as I released all my emotional frustration in the wordless – soundless scream. I finished and drew a deep breath, opening my eyes to receive my death.

Before me, shadows were strewn motionless across the ground. The others were pushed back against burning walls. I glanced back at Driscoll. He was stunned and blinking at me, but otherwise fine. His eyes were glowing again.

“Don’t stop! Keep going!” he said. 

I spurred Rhinric forward and we angled in to where the last living humans stood. One glance at the compound confirmed that no living person could survive in that inferno. Ch’ng lifted Kitsano up to us and I slung her limp form on Rhinric in front of me. Driscoll was already helping Ch’ng and the other colonist up onto the back of Rhinric. I didn’t know his name. At this point, it hardly mattered. If any of us lived to see the end of this journey we could deal with introductions then.

As soon as they were settled I spurred Rhinric through the gates. We rode out at full speed, scattering shadows as they were rising from the ground and thundering across the open terrain. Where to go? Where to go?

I could see the crashed El Dorado on my map program, and there was the Baldric Three’s little base, but that wouldn’t be enough to defend us now that the shadows were rampaging. Where else was there? A tiny red inverted caret indicated two somethings at our original crash site. I consulted my implant. Their transponders were Blackwatch marine assault shuttle codes. The ship must have sent someone after all – only to the wrong location.

How far could Rhinric run with us on his back? Five people were a lot for even a giant shadow rhino to carry. I angled us into the trees towards the bridge, south of the colony. I noticed, for the first time, that the original party had crossed three bridges when they made their way to the colony. There must be other buildings or compounds out there if there were bridges. Maybe they were observation posts like the one we had spent the night in. Retracing their steps made more sense, and would be more direct, than retracing ours. That first bridge wasn’t far. I remembered that much from our original journey. I hoped I’d chosen well.

Already, in the trees, shadows were amassing again. How long until they pressed their attack once more? Worse, how long until their leader arrived? ‘She’ sounded worrisome.

“What happened?” Kitsano said, waking enough to pull herself into a seated position.

“We got out. We’re riding this near-rhino towards our original crash site.”

“Why there?” Driscoll asked, “Why not the cliffs?”

“The ship sent two marine assault shuttles to the crash site. I hope we can get there before they leave again.”

“Do you still have a way to communicate with the ship?” he asked.

“No,” I said.

“But you did get an emergency signal to them before we were overrun?”

“For all the good it did, since they sent the shuttles to the wrong location,” I grumbled, trying to focus on the map in my sights. We had six more hours until dark. Was there anywhere we could go along that route to shelter during the long Baldric night?

“How do you know that they sent them to the wrong place?” Driscoll asked.

“Isn’t it obvious by now?” Ch’ng said, surprising everyone but me. He sounded almost as tired as I was, and definitely just as resigned. “She has an implanted computer chip in her skull. It’s a super powerful one. It’s how she can fight without training, how she knows where we are all the time, and how she can tell us all this stuff she shouldn’t know.”

Driscoll must have already known after the incident underground. Besides, if Roman’s experience was true then Driscoll’s Own was injecting computer chips into civilians in other parts of the Empire. He still nodded in a way that said the wheels in his head were turning.

“But that’s illegal,” the other colonist said. He was a small, wiry man and his eyes drifted as he spoke as if he was so tired he couldn’t keep them in one place.

“And top secret,” I added, with minor irritation.

“Everything with the Matsumotos is illegal and top secret,” Driscoll said, as predictably as snow in winter.

It was Kitsano, though, who seemed most in thought over the new information. She stared at me over her shoulder until I was starting to get too flustered to focus on the map.

“They implanted a chip in you. A powerful one,” she said, like she was speaking her thoughts aloud. “It would affect your subconscious. Make it more powerful. That’s how you do it. It’s how you tap in to the collective unconscious of the Javierians even though you aren’t even half shadow.” Her eyes widened before she continued, “and it’s why all Matsumotos have ‘a way’ with them, isn’t it? You all have this upgrade. You can communicate with them without becoming them. I wonder if you turned them into shadows just to perfect that pretty little technology of yours.”

Her eyes were fiery, but I didn’t rise to her bait. Who knew who set this all in motion or why? It was a little unsettling to see Kitsano so worked up, though. I had thought we were gaining an understanding of sorts.

“It was a Matsumoto who gave the order to split the planet,” she said. “I’ve seen the records. He broke their minds and drove them mad, and when they died they were sucked into the common subconscious. The stuff they laced us with did the same thing. By becoming like them we were given the gift of subconscious communication – and with it the curse of a subconscious afterlife. We were split and rendered body from soul and our bodies are gone – or at least mine is half gone – but our minds are joined in everlasting pain. We call that day, ‘The Splitting.’”

She looked at me with a murderous gaze, “And it’s all on you. Matsumotos did this to us. Matsumotos will pay in blood.”

I couldn’t prevent the sigh this time. Was there any tragedy on any planet of the known universe that was not - somehow, when you got right down to it - my fault? At some point it was hard to maintain the same level of horror and guilt when the sins of the world were put again and again on your shoulders. It was hard to care. It was hard to go on caring about anything. My parents were dead. Edward was dead. Denise was dead. Albert was dead. Ian was dead. A planet of humanoids and their human colonists were dead. In all probability Roman was dead now, too. 

Link established.

Was it really worth it to try to fix all these problems? All they did was multiply so that now there were more ills than I could possibly resolve. Was it worth it to save my own life and wrest the empire from Nigel only to discover that we had created a mess so big and scars so deep that no restitution could ever be enough? It wasn’t worth it. I should just go to sleep somewhere here and wake up a lovely chartreuse fungus.

Vera? Is that you?
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Chapter Twenty-Nine
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My heart leapt. 

Roman?

Kitsano was still breathing death threats and ominous prophesies, but I heard not a word. The chorus of mind-deafening susurrations from the shadows continued, but I paid it no mind. All my mind could think was: Roman. Roman. Roman. 

A lump formed in my throat like a dam, and I was afraid of what would happen when it loosened. It sucked my very breath away.

Vera! His mental voice sounded like it cracked – which was impossible. It’s really you. I thought you were dead.

The flashes of color through our communication channel were so powerful that they blocked everything else out. I was glad I was riding Rhinric because I would have stumbled if I’d been walking.  There was the gold of joy, of course, and then the colors of relief, intense affection, hope, and for a split second a sliver of guilt. It was like he couldn’t form words. That was ok, because neither could I. When I finally could, it was only after long minutes of just relishing the fact that he was alive and near.

Is there anything so sweet as death undone?

I’m so glad you’re alive. I knew they’d sent you somewhere terrible. Your commander expects it to kill you.

I know, but I’ll find a way. Now that I know you’re alive - that I’m not just dreaming you – I’ll find you and I’ll rescue you from wherever they’ve put you.

I missed you.

I missed you, too.  He paused Every day.

I didn’t say what I thought. I had a hard time believing that he missed me every day when he had found comfort in someone else’s love. I felt him react to my jealousy through our connection. Oops. I forgot he could read my thoughts. Even the ones he wasn’t supposed to. He didn’t say anything, though. 

Where are you?   I asked, trying to break the tension. I was trying to just cling to the relief and joy and stuff the bitter jealousy threaded with worry to the back of my mind.

“Are you even listening to me?” Kitsano asked two inches from my face. 

“You want your revenge,” I said, irritated that she was distracting me from Roman.

“Yes,” she said, “and when this is done I will have it. One way or another I will have it.”

“Get in line, then,” I said, and tried not to sound too world-weary.

They’ve sent me to a planet named Baldric. It’s extremely hostile. Someone called for help, but they’re nowhere to be seen. I have to go. I need to concentrate. Private McCann just went missing. 

Wait! Roman! There was no reply. Hang in there. I’m coming for you.

He was here. He was on Baldric. On a galactic scale he was practically on top of me, but on a more realistic scale he was ninety kilometers away and surrounded by hostile shadows that would love to see him in a long chartreuse pillar.  I could do it, though. I could save him. I just had to get there somehow.

Kitsano had apparently taken my absent-minded challenge as an invitation. She was still talking.

“...and then I will see you and all your people before a Galactic Tribunal,” she said triumphantly.

I faced her with my full concentration. She fidgeted under my steady gaze. It was time to deal with this. I didn’t have time to spare on small fights with a full scale war going on around me.

“There are five of us that I need to get to the shuttles,” I began. “There could just as easily be four. Four would mean less work for Rhinric and a faster arrival time. So when I tell you to pay attention and listen to me, I mean it.”

She froze, her eyes going wide. I guess when you’re used to Matsumotos being far, far away it’s easy to threaten them, but it’s a lot harder to poke a tiger who is snarling in your face.

“Regardless of what the Matsumotos have done to this planet,” I held up a hand as she opened her mouth, “I’m not defending it, but I am saying that regardless of all that, I am your only chance of reaching safety alive. If you want to come along, be my guest, but just hold up on the condemnation for the time being. In case you haven’t noticed, I’m currently serving my time, with a death sentence hanging over me, so a ‘Galactic Tribunal’ doesn’t exactly leave me ‘all aquiver.’ Right now I’m slightly more worried about your shadow cousins. Understood?”

I gave her a piercing stare just to punctuate my words. I needed to focus, and she was an unwelcome distraction. 

Her mouth twisted bitterly, and she flickered a bit, like she was having trouble controlling her shadow-self. Eventually she said, “Understood.”

“In that case,” I said, “Maybe, since you have all this knowledge you didn’t share before, you might have an answer to something we’ve all been wondering.”

“What’s that?” she asked, guardedly.

“Is it just me, or are the shadows not trying very hard?”

I heard a snort of disbelief from Ch’ng, but Driscoll said nothing, and I knew he’d been thinking this same thing. I missed Ian. He was good at winning people’s trust. He’d get Kitsano on his side in no time if he were here. Instead he was stashed somewhere like a pack we’d forgotten to bring. It hurt to think about. And for that matter, hadn’t Driscoll won Kitsano over to his Driscoll’s Own? What had happened back there to shake her loose from that? I realized belatedly that it might be the deaths of her friends. Maybe Kitsano was smarting over Michael the way I was over Ian. Maybe she was mourning Roberta though that might seem impossible to me right now. 

“What do you mean?” she hedged. It was definitely a hedge. Her eyes didn’t match her voice. It looked like she was trying to read me with those eyes while her voice strove for innocence.

“I mean that thousands of them just flooded that colony, and they said more were coming. Before that, there were hundreds harrying us as we trekked through this wilderness. At any time they could have snuffed us out like a candle. Even in that last confrontation it was like they were testing our skills and resolve more than actually trying to kill us.”

We were still riding down the route I’d traced out. In the surrounding trees I saw flickers of shadows, and red inverted carets appearing. 

“I don’t want to see what you think it looks like to have someone actually trying to kill you!” Ch’ng exclaimed, too upset to keep his thoughts inside. “In case you haven’t noticed, Matsumoto, there are only five of us left.”

“As shocking as it may seem to you, Mr. Ch’ng, the Blackwatch education system has not failed me and I am able to do simple addition. Yes, I have noticed that there are five of us. And on a side note, I know what it looks like to have someone really trying to kill you, because several such people have made attempts on my life in the past few months and done a considerably more passionate job of it. Those shadows are not trying very hard. They give us chance after chance. My proof of that is the five of us. There is no reason that we’re still alive.”

Driscoll’s voice surprised me.

“Well, Vera, I like to think that we fought rather valiantly back there.”

“What about Sammy, Driscoll?”

He said nothing.

“Lieutenant Kitsano?” I prompted.

She clenched her jaw like she wasn’t going to answer, but after a few moments her shoulder sagged. “Yes. The Javierian’s culture was not lost when the planet experienced ‘The Splitting.’ They were an assortment of cultures based on a strong honor system. Now, more than ever, they cling to it. Those they deem worthy they absorb into their shadow existence. Those deemed unworthy are ‘planted’ in the ground, as you have no doubt noticed.”

“No doubt,” I agreed. It was hard not to notice eight meter glowing fungi.

“Why now more than ever?” Driscoll said.

“Because now, when you join them you become a part of them. They only want to add individuals who bring something to the overall ‘internal climate’ of their shared subconscious. The ‘worthy’ are tested, challenged and tested again. I’ve seen them sometimes select someone from the herd. They call to him until he battles them and then they absorb him into their noble band of brothers.” She couldn’t keep the cynicism out of her voice. “The fact that we are still here is a testament to their interest in those of us who are left – or maybe I should say ‘those of you’ because I will become a shadow as a result of Compound VX-7. They don’t like that at all. It short circuits what they’re trying to do here.” 

She ended her speech with a grunting laugh. I didn’t think that any of the rest of us felt like laughing. I certainly didn’t. I scanned the trees for shadows. There were many of them in every direction, but if they weren’t willing to fight yet that was fine with me. The longer they waited, the closer I would get to Roman. I could already see the first bridge coming up on my map. We were making progress.

“Even if that’s the case, what are they waiting for now?” Driscoll asked.

We were all feeling that same nagging feeling that we would be attacked at any moment, and it was leaving our nerves raw and ragged from the need for constant vigilance. No one answered him, but it was the question all of us were asking ourselves. What were they waiting for, and when would they decide to loose the tides and come flooding over us like the surf on the sand? Our next stand would be our last - and willing friends or not we were all each other had. At some time in the next few hours we would likely stand shoulder to shoulder and die together. 
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Chapter Thirty
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Sunset is a beautiful thing on Baldric. Somehow that huge white sun painted the sky in colors that I’d never quite seen before. There were purples that were just too purple to describe and a fuchsia that seared the retinas so I thought it might always be there, just a bit, when I closed my eyes. As last sunsets go, it was definitely a good one.

We were a black shadow – humorously enough – riding on a black shadow amongst the black outlines of trees against a blazing sky. There was nowhere to hole up for the night. If there were other installations they were not marked on my map, and we had not seen them in the fading light. That was no surprise, as the initial installation we found hadn’t been on my map, but that made our only option to continue onward. 

Rhinric was still holding up, but I didn’t know how long he could go, or if we were riding him into the ground. I felt pity and gratitude for him in equal measures, but I was unwilling to extinguish our one chance by letting him go free without us. Ch’ng had used his typical brilliance to fabricate a net of sorts from what was left of our packs and had tied us all into the net and from there to Rhinric, so that we could take turns sleeping over the next 21 hours. Tonight was bound to be one of the longest I had ever experienced in more ways than one.

Slowly, my compatriots drifted off to sleep, more from exhaustion than anything else, because the threat around us was still terribly real. In the dark of night, I could only see the landscape as it was outlined by the double moons glowing yellow between the trees. The big one wasn’t visible right now, only the two smaller ones. Shadows were impossible to see in their faint light. My implant showed me the red inverted carets, unfortunately, which were amassing to a horde as we travelled. I didn’t bother to tell anyone that their worst fears were true. Let them imagine there was hope and sleep in peace. 

I examined the scraps of data I’d managed to download from the computer terminal at the colony. There was nothing of value, just scraps of records about the crash of the El Dorado and our journey to the colony, a list of colonists by name and some inventory counts. I laughed when I found Reynold’s helmet cam of me riding Rhinric down the hill to save them all. It looked completely unreal, like it had been fabricated by a PR company. I filed it all away and returned to the task at hand.

I was still determined to save them all, and Roman, too. Realistically, though, my one and only hope at this point was to see him one more time before the shadows decided whether to turn me into one of them or a pillar of fungus. He had been terribly silent since that one burst and as the hours ticked by I felt a growing dread that I would see him soon, in the ranks of the shadows. I knew beyond a doubt that any being looking at him would see him worthy, so they would certainly add him to their ranks if they could. I imagined endless scenarios that all ended in him standing at attention, cool and distant like Sammy, but at least still in existence somehow. What a terrible world that all you could hope for was a shadow existence.

I was suffering from oxygen toxicity worse than ever before. The dizzy spells were more frequent, and it occurred to me that my vision, even with the night factored in, was not what it should be. Even if the shadows didn’t kill me, the high oxygen levels might. 

Vera?

It was Roman. He was still alive. Tension I hadn’t even realized I was experiencing uncurled in my belly and I let out a long exhale.

You’re alive!

I knew what I sent was laced with emotion, but I couldn’t help myself. Roman was the only person in the universe that I ...loved. It was hard to admit that. Hard to admit because it was true, and since it was true it could hurt. I’d known all along that it would hurt if he was killed or if we were forever apart, but now I knew, too, that it would hurt if he didn’t choose me, or didn’t return my affections. It’s hard to admit that someone might have the power to break you, even if they do. Admitting it, even to myself, made me feel defensive, like I was guarding a wound.

Sorry about that. We took heavy casualties. They kept us from getting off planet in our shuttles. We’re holed up, down in the El Dorado’s wreckage for the night, but we’re down to half the people we landed with, even though we were in marine battle armour. It’s not looking good.

Tell me about it.

Are you in trouble? Where are you?

I’m here, Roman. I’m on Baldric.

I felt him start. I guess he hadn’t worked that out..

You’re here?

Delight spiralled through his thoughts, and it stabbed me like a double edged knife. On the one hand, I was thrilled to have delighted him. On the other hand I knew it wasn’t the same as my delight to know he was near. It wasn’t me that he loved. And if it was – if he could move on so quickly from his love for his marine – then what was his love worth?

I’ve been here all along. It was me who sent the message to your ship, but my transmitter went down and they sent you to the El Dorado  instead of the colony.

You. It was you.

He sounded stunned. And the way he said “you” in his thoughts – like they were caressing me, gave me pleasant little shivers of longing for what wasn’t mine anymore.

Are you somewhere safe? The natives are extremely dangerous, and very angry.

We’ve noticed, he said, but he seemed distracted.

Be careful, ok? I’m coming to you.

Don’t! Vera, you have to find a place to hide. It’s not safe .

I wanted to say that I loved him. I wanted to tell him that I felt whole again just knowing that he was on the same world. I stuck with facts, trying desperately to focus on what we were saying.

It’s not safe to be with them at any time, Roman. Believe me, I know it. I’m with the only other four people alive on this planet.

All our former closeness had fled like leaves in a stiff wind. With everything that had happened since we last saw each other hanging between us, I couldn’t focus. My emotions were too big. My words hung unsaid in the cool night air.

I was tired. I was just so tired. Day after day of terror and fear had eroded me down to the bare earth of my emotions. So many nights without proper sleep and days without proper food and I was close to collapse from effort. Now, with Roman here, a huge part of me just wanted to curl up and let him protect me, but I couldn’t do that, could I? 

I had my own fight now. I had my own war not just to finish here, but to start all over again when I left Baldric and brought the dogs of war to Nigel Matsumoto’s doorstep. Besides, he wasn’t my Roman anymore.

But I am,  he said, clear as a dropped glass in a silent room.

What? I wanted him to say it again and to keep on saying it forever.

I’m still your Roman, Vera. No length of time could change that. No distance could tear you from my heart. Even death – or what I thought was death- couldn’t make me forget. I dreamed of you. I fought for you in my dreams and daydreams. I’m still every bit your guardian, but not just your guardian. I’m yours, down to the bones, deep to the core.

But -

No. No buts. You forgot that I hear all your thoughts, not just the ones you transmit. Did I love Ashlyn?

I felt his mind stutter a bit over her name. His pain was still fresh. 

Yes, I did. But I still loved you, too. I thought you were dead. I thought I was alone again. She was alone, too, and she was kind and good. But do you think that loving someone else could make me stop treasuring you? I remember every moment. Every time that you stepped up to do the unthinkable, to do your duty – I remember. That lost girl that you were, alone like me, wrecked like me – I remember. The deep anchoring I felt at your existence – I remember. If you reject me now, I will still remember. But know this, Vera Matsumoto: I am your guardian. No matter where you go I will follow and I will guard you. No matter if you ask me to come or bid me to stay, I will watch your back and keep you from harm. This is my vow, here, and today. Regardless of what you say I am your guardian and I won’t stop guarding you.

My heart felt full and heavy like it was ready to burst. Tears filled my eyes, hot and streaming, and they rolled down my face and dripped off my chin. I had to wipe my nose on the back of my sleeve. I was just glad that no one was awake to see it. They would have laughed at the scarred girl with the raggedy hair and the red, swollen eyes. I didn’t know what to say. What do you say to that?

Thank you.

I tried to make it as soft and sweet as it would be if I were speaking.

Do you believe me?

I believe you, Roman.

Ok. So now stop with the ridiculous self-pity and self-condemnation and let’s get on task here.

I think you said something about loving me,  I teased.

And if you stop distracting me and let me figure out a way to find you in person, I’ll show you exactly how much I love you. I’ll kiss every inch of you, and promise to protect you with every kiss.

My cheeks felt hot.  I need to say something before we do that.

Okay. He sounded a bit less sure of himself.

I accept your protection.

The joy he sent my way made me feel hot all over. I had a sudden mental image of those kisses he’d promised.

Excellent. There was a long pause. Is Ian McIsaac with you?

So I wasn’t the only one who was jealous. Thoughts of Ian made me sad and angry. It wasn’t right. Nigel would need to know that. In person. From me.

He died yesterday.

He didn’t say anything, clearly grappling with something on his end. I hoped it wasn’t relief, but that was hypocritical. After all, I was relieved that Ashlyn wasn’t competing for Roman’s affections. I felt a twinge of sadness for her as well.

When this is over we’ll mourn our dead together, Roman said, and I felt a surge of gratitude that he knew exactly what I wanted.

Together, I agreed. But we need to talk business before one of us is attacked again. We are mounted and heading to you. I’m not sure how much longer our mount will last. It’s over rough terrain and he’s carrying five people. Can your implant run a map program?

Yes.

Send map location to Roman Aldrin.

Wow. You’re still pretty far away. Hostiles? he asked.

All around us in the trees.

Holy- He was quiet for a minute, and when he spoke again he sounded controlled and careful. Vera, how close are you to being attacked?

Don’t panic. They’ve been with us all along. They don’t seem to want to attack just yet. They’re waiting for something. 

Do you know what they’re waiting for?

We think they’re waiting for their leader to arrive. We don’t know anything about her, except that they called her ‘she.’

Why would they wait?

They have an honor code. They plan to test us until we die and then absorb us into their group consciousness, or something like that.

The feeling he gave me felt like an intake of breath.

I won’t let that happen.

I felt all warm from that, like he’d put an arm around me, but I couldn’t help myself.

Actually Roman, I won’t let that happen.

Then we’re on the same page.

The sound of insects buzzed in the air and I felt myself spin with dizziness again for a moment, but I pulled myself back together, gripping the webbing net hard. I needed to hang in there at least until I got to Roman. 

You should sleep if you can, Roman. There’s going to be a real fight tomorrow. I’m going to need you at your best.

For you, Vera, I will fight like a hurricane.

I grinned at that. It was teasing and sweet all at once.

Roman?

Yes?

I wanted to tell him that I loved him, too. I wanted to, but somehow I was struggling to say the words.

Sleep well, I managed.

Stay alive for me, love.

I kept riding, watching my map and the red inverted carets as I slowly moved southeast, around the river system. The inverted carets grew by multiples as the hours increased. I prayed for dawn. I dreaded dawn. I didn’t think I even wanted to see how dark it would still be when the sun rose.
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The stars above Baldric were amazingly clear. As my eyes grew accustomed to the dark I started to notice their milky trail across the Baldric sky. If this world wasn’t constantly trying to kill me I might be tempted to settle here. The climate was reasonable, with proper breathing apparatus it was hospitable, and it really was a gem of beauty. If you are going to take an epic journey with a few brave companions that will most likely end in your death, you should do it in a picturesque place like Baldric. I snorted at my own humor.

“What’s so funny?” Driscoll asked in a quiet tone from behind me.

“We’re riding to our likely deaths and I’m enjoying the view.”

“Well, enjoy it if you can,” he said, “All of life is just a battle towards our eventual deaths. You enjoy the pleasure when it comes and somehow it helps to counterbalance all the pain.”

“Are you in pain right now?” I asked him.

“Have you ever been in love, Vera?” he asked.

“Yes.”

“I loved a woman a long time ago, and she was taken from me. There is never a day that goes by that I don’t ache over it. Did you lose your love, Vera?”

“I did. But I have a chance to get him back.”

“Who was it?”

“My guardian, Roman Aldrin.”

“You don’t really want to be with a...guardian,” he spat as he spoke, “do you?”

“Classism? Coming from you? That’s priceless.”

“It’s not classism. Believe me. I know all about every class and clique in the Blackwatch Empire. I’m not above mixing with any of them, but guardians...well, they’re just lap dogs, Vera.”

I laughed with the bittersweet laugh that only comes from a deep sorrow.

“That’s what Ian always thought, too,” I said. “It’s funny that you know so much about guardians when you hate Matsumotos.”

“Vera,” he said, with a sigh, “as you get older you will realize that hatred is rarely something you feel towards people you barely know. You must know someone very well to truly hate them.”

“Like you hate me?” I challenged. “I don’t think you know me very well.”

“I know more than you’d think,” he muttered, and then let his usual barb of irritation into his voice, “I know all you Matsumotos more than you think. You know the rations you are so worried about consuming here?”

“The ones with Compound VX-7?” I replied, reminding him that it wasn’t fussiness that prevented me from eating the food.

“Exactly.”

“The ones that slowly turn the occupants of this planet into shadows until they lose their souls to a collective consciousness? The soul-sucking rations?”

“The very ones.”

“Yes, I am somewhat aware that those exist, Patrick,” I said, irritably.

“Well then here’s something you probably aren’t aware of,” he said, imitating my snarky tone exactly. “As we speak, Compound VX-7 is being injected into the entire unsuspecting population of the Blackwatch Empire. Have you thought about my suggestion that you take the Empire for yourself?”

“I have,” I said, coolly. “But I don’t know what that has to do with injecting the population with pharmaceuticals.” 

“And what have you decided about the Empire?” he asked, with what sounded like a very exaggerated patience.

“Are you going to answer my question?”

“Not until you answer mine,” he said.

“If I survive the wilderness of Baldric and am victorious, I will seize the Empire from Nigel Matsumoto and take it for myself,” I said, my voice ringing with the bald-faced challenge. If you’re going to risk everything and probably die, why keep anything a secret?

“Excellent,” he said, and for once he actually sounded pleased.

“Excellent?!” I said, shocked. “I thought you hated me. How can you relish me as your Emperor.”

“Not my Emperor,” he said absently, “Never my Emperor, but as the Emperor...yes. That would do just fine. “

He paused for a moment, and our admissions hung between us as substantial as the shadows that battled us. He continued in a tone so fervent I was almost afraid. Where had this Driscoll come from?

“I told you that you will need me when you become Emperor, Vera, and you will. I will not only help you ascend the throne, but I will be your hand, doing your bidding in every way. You will be Emperor. I will do everything in my power to make it so. And the thing that you need to know right now, Vera, is that if you are not Emperor within the next six months – if you are not able to put a stop to the Compound VX-7 injections, then all of Blackwatch will be shadows within a year, and your entire Empire will be just like this lovely, dark planet.”

I sucked in a breath.

“Impossible.”

“Really? Impossible? Have you looked around?”

I swallowed hard. If they could split a world and rend the entire population’s souls from their bodies, then why not an Empire?

“But why?” I asked.

“Why Baldric? Why implanted technology in Matsumoto heads? Why the deaths of dozens within your dynasty and countless without? Your Emperor breaks all rules and betrays all loyalties. Even his own. I’m sure that everything started as a worthy goal to improve those around him, but I have been fighting Nigel Matsumoto now for nineteen years, and I can tell you this: things have spiralled out of control, and he will do anything to regain that control. Even things that may have seemed insane to him only a few years ago.”

I laughed again, and again it was one of those ridiculous laughs that you laugh when the only things left to do are to laugh or to cry and crying would hurt too much.

“Patrick Driscoll, are you saying that our entire Empire - and millions upon millions of lives - are dependent on a small, desperate journey made by a handful of people to place an heir on the throne?”

“I suppose I am,” he said, and though I couldn’t see his face in the black of night, I could hear him smiling in those words.

“Well in that case,” I said, “how could we ever fail?”

“How indeed?” 

He laughed and I joined him.

“We’ll have to fight through these shadows and rescue Roman,” I said.

“Commandeer a shuttle and fly it to the waiting ship without them suspecting,” he said in turn.

“Commandeer the ship and somehow fly her back to New Greenland, with the crew hostile and no one on our side able to fly a starship. And then in a desperate coupe seize the Empire.”

“Well,” he said, “I think I can help you there.”

I hated thinking about colluding with an actual terrorist, despite the fact that a terrorist would probably have some pretty decent ideas on how to topple an empire, so I went for the other option.

“You can pilot a starship?” I teased.

“Before I was a terrorist, I was a starship captain,” he said, and his words rang with truth and sorrow in equal measure.

I was speechless. Eventually I managed a flippant remark.

“Well, in that case I suppose all we need to do is carry on.”

“But before we do that, I would like to give you something,” Patrick said.

“A marine company?” I teased.

“My vow of fealty,” he said instead. 

The hard edge of his voice made me think he was serious. I was so shocked that I was more grateful than ever for the blinding darkness, for I could not school my face into a solemn expression throughout his entire vow. I never would have seen this coming.

“I, Patrick Driscoll, place my vow of fealty before Vera Matsumoto. I pledge obedience, loyalty, and service in all things. In her hands I place my life. If I fail her, may she take it from me in return.”

I answered with the official words, on auto pilot, still too stunned to even know how I felt, but I did think to do one thing for him. I substituted ‘Matsumotos’ with ‘Vera Matsumoto.’ I didn’t think he’d care to have the Matsumotos as a whole promise him anything.

“Enter into our fealty with the blessing of Vera Matsumoto. I will defend you and yours in so far as law and justice allows. I will keep you and yours in the manner of all my sworn vassals. Bound by law, protected by my hand. You shall be my vassal. By the true honour and the seal of my word I bind you to me today.”

It was different than Ian’s vow had been, since his had been for a nation and Driscoll’s was for an individual vassal, but it felt eerily the same. I bit back tears. By all that was holy, I hoped I would do better by him than I had by Ian. It turned out I was a Matsumoto after all. Who would have thought I’d be so good at it?
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The night was long, and I barely kept myself awake. The hours ticked by and everyone else slept. Sometimes one would wake for a while and then another, but eventually they drifted off again. We’d all had a long hard haul on this dust ball, and everyone needed their rest. We rustled through what supplies we still had and ate rations – I ate them, this time, too – and drank water. We were low on both. Fortunately, we would soon reach the shuttles and hopefully be off of Baldric before it became a concern.

My excitement at both Roman’s and Patrick’s vows kept my mind racing as I fended off sleep. I wrestled to think of a way to conquer the Empire. It seemed premature with so much else going on, but I couldn’t help but slip into daydreams about an easy overthrow of the throne. I would be hailed by all as the rightful ruler and bring justice and peace. Daydreams are great distractions. If only they were true.

We were an hour’s ride from the shuttles when Rhinric finally fell. He’d shown no signs of flagging, but just went from his complacent amble to falling over to his side. I scrambled off, and everyone else did likewise, cursing or exclaiming depending on how asleep they had been when it happened.

I spun around, hoping to help our great friend, but as I reached for him, he disappeared into nothing. My sense of loss and sadness was greater than anything I’d ever expect from losing an alien animal that may never have been really alive at all, but I was enormously saddened by his passing. I wiped tears from my eyes, placing my hands on the ground where he had been lying only a moment before. It was like I could still feel him in the warmth of the earth. His soul, drawn into the ground of this world’s gaia lived on to rise again. His echo was hollow in my heart and I clenched my fists with anger at the unfairness of this life.

We hitched our packs onto our backs and unspooled the tangled webbing. Sleep time was over. Fortunately, or maybe unfortunately, the packs were very light.  Only Ch’ng still had ammo in his nettlegun. It was at 5% capacity. The other firearms we had were empty and there was no point cross-loading them from Ch’ng’s with so little to work with. Our packs had so little food and water that we had better get somewhere by nightfall, or we would be down to nil supplies. 

We all sighed or grumbled as the party followed me out, stumbling through the darkness. Our speed had just decreased threefold and now we had to march hard to make up for our lost mount.

We’re under attack again, Roman told me through the link. We’re trying to fight our way back to the shuttles despite the dark. How far out are you?

About three hours now that we’ve lost our mount.

Get here as fast as you can. The ship is anxious to see us pull out.

Understood, I said, my feet sliding on an incline I hadn’t noticed ahead of time.

I won’t leave without you, Vera. If we have to, we’ll come find you out there.

Look after yourself, Roman.

There was a long pause while he clearly was busy with other things.

Don’t worry about me.

I was worried, though. Strain came through with his thoughts. The shadows were pressing them hard, and I knew exactly how hard they could press. If Kitsano was right, then they were testing them so that they could see which marines were worth absorbing. I needed to stop daydreaming about a potential future and remember that the present was precarious enough. The worst thing I could think of was facing the shadows with Roman as one of them.

My vision was deteriorating from the oxygen poisoning. It happened very slowly, but I could tell my eyes were becoming more myopic. A thought occurred to me.

Run a vision filter to compensate for vision degeneration.

I was surprised by the result. My vision was back to full function and I could even see a bit better than I could before the myopia set in, despite the half-light we were walking in. Why didn’t I rely on my implant more to help with these things when it so clearly had capacities I needed to discover? Years of keeping it hidden and reflexively downplaying it had left me with a mind incapable of wringing its best use out. I needed to think more carefully on how it could help me.

Track movement of marines and work on a communications uplink to their shuttle. Attempt interface with their communications.

Communications interface attempt failed. Continued attempts will be made at two minute intervals.

There was a new inverted caret on my map glowing the fierce green of allies as my map program managed to track Roman’s marines. They were being driven in our direction, away from their shuttles.

We, on the other hand, still had seen no attacks from the shadows, but their forms were very near. My vision was so full of red inverted carets that I considered asking the program to remove them, but thought better of it. 

It was close to dawn, and the sky was starting to grey as the planet spun towards a view of the sun.

“How much further?” Kitsano’s acid voice spoke from behind us.

“To the shuttles, or the marines fighting on-planet?”

“Both, and thanks for keeping us in the loop on potential allies,” she said sarcastically.

“We’re just shy of three hours of hiking from the shuttles, but the marines are being driven in our direction by the shadows. If we both keep our current pace and trajectory I would guess we will meet in approximately one hour,” I said, ignoring her sarcasm. 

She’d been clear that she was no friend of mine. Exactly what did she expect in return? I wasn’t a sweet princess who sang to birds and thought everyone was her friend. These days my appearance alone told that much.

I felt a stab of worry when I was reminded of my appearance. Would Roman even recognize me when we met? I hoped so. I hadn’t seen a mirror since my face began to heal. It was probably still a sight. My scar itched like crazy. Self-consciously, I peeled the last remnants of bandage off of the healing skin and massaged the tight, puckered flesh. It felt alien and made my stomach churn just thinking of it. 

“So, around dawn, then?” Ch’ng asked.

“By my reckoning, yes.” I agreed, still frowning as I felt my face to see how far the numbness of nerve damage went.

“Around dawn,” Driscoll agreed. “And do the shadows say anything that you can hear, Kitsano?”

“She’s coming. That’s all they say. She’s coming and she’s coming to judge.”

“Do you know who she is?” I asked.

Kitsano was silent. I turned around and looked at her, noting the defiant gleam in her eyes. I had just about had enough of that.

“Don’t tell me, Kitsano. Keep the information that might keep you alive to yourself. You should know, though, that if you do anything else to hamper us in our escape, we’ll leave you here.”

“Since when do you speak for everyone?” she asked.

“I’m an Ambassador of Blackwatch. They call us the Emperor’s Voice, but they also call us Blackwatch’s Voice. Speaking for everyone is something I’ve been doing for a while,” I said, turning my back to her and continuing on. They loved throwing who I was in my face. Apparently they didn’t like it too much when I threw it right back at them.

We kept hiking. The pace I set was hard and had everyone breathing too hard to talk. The green inverted caret of the marines drew closer as the minutes passed, but the red inverted carets were still getting thicker, and now their rushing sounds had grown, too. The intensity of their voice seemed to be picking up and deepening. Whoever they were waiting for was coming soon. 

What’s your status? I asked Roman.

Running battle. Unit down to 25% strength. We’re barely holding our own. 

Why are you still maneuvering in our direction? You should be going back to the shuttles and setting up a defensive perimeter if they are pressing you so hard!

While I appreciated the sentiment of a knight riding to my rescue, my own particular knight was far too valuable to risk himself for me.

Mission Objective states to locate and assist any civilian or military personnel from the planet of Baldric on their requested evacuation.

As your liege lady I demand that you return to the shuttles. We are not under attack and we will join you there. 

Nice try. I’m dirt-side. Determining how to fulfill my orders depends on my own initiative here. And guardians don’t always listen to Ambassadors. You of all people should know that.

Didn’t I just. It seems someone was always disobeying my orders in order to save my life.

Can you loop me into your communications so that I can hear your progress?

Again, that would be contraindicated. Any distraction to you while you work towards our rendezvous could impair the implementation of my orders.

Don’t try to fend me off with formality.

I was feeling more than a bit pouty after that brush off. Using formal words to bind others to my will was my prerogative!

I don’t know what you’re talking about.

I left it at that. We were coming up to some rough terrain. I zoomed the map closer. Roman’s unit was very close. Separating us was the river that had kept us from the main company when we were running so frantically after the El Dorado crashed. There was one wide bridge, clearly of modern construction. It lay ahead of us. Looking at it on the map made chills run down my spine.

When you are being forced in a particular direction by the landscape, while surrounded by enemies, and that landscape bottlenecks suddenly, that should make anyone nervous. When the same enemy is forcing your only allies towards the same bottleneck that can only mean one thing: they are planning to pin you down and slaughter you.

The path leading to the bridge was widening. In the distance the sky lightened further. Dawn was close. The massive trees were spread wide apart here, but they were bigger than any I’d seen so far. Two people could stand on either side, wrap their arms around those trunks, and still not touch.  Vines clung to their sides, dripping thick over branches above.  Leaves crunched softly under our feet, their pleasant smell of citrus wafting up as we crushed them underfoot. The horizon, opened up by the vast ravine of the river, showed a rolling forest vista. Mist rolled in the ravine, thick with the cool of morning, and waiting for the sun to rise and burn it off. 

All at once, the sun peeked over the horizon. A golden stripe edged the trees and rocks on the other side of the bridge. It flooded over the bridge and natural shadows streamed behind the thick trees. 

Moments later, an entirely different type of shadows flooded into the wake of the dawn. On either side of us, shadows rushed to pen us in. 

We froze, our breath quick and faces tense in the dappled golden light. On my right and left shadows were so near I could have reached out and touched them if I dared. They loomed, tall and deadly beside me, their faces grim and their eyes unfocused. Unlike yesterday, they carried small shadow spears, with a single feather affixed on a cord to each spearhead.  They seemed more ceremonial than like actual weapons, although who really knew with these guys?

I glanced behind me. Ch’ng and his friend brought up the rear. I still hadn’t caught his name. They were hemmed in behind by a wall of shadows. Shadows rushed to fill the space between us and the bridge, leaving only a narrow corridor for us to proceed through.

Well, there sure are a lot of them, I said to Roman.

They’re sticking to herding us, now. They only attack if we try to go any other direction.

I saw a flicker at the end of the bridge, and I squinted to make out what it was. Imperial Marines scrambled through the tree line and onto the clearing in front of the bridge. They were surrounded, just like us.

Is that you over the bridge? I asked.

Vera! He’d caught sight of me.

Roman!

My heart swelled with joy. He was here. Regardless of what happened next we would face it together. I quickened my pace, purposely ignoring the phalanx of shadows on either side. I saw a marine on the other side break off from the rest, racing towards the bridge.

Roman. Roman. Roman. My heart was pounding in tune with his name.

A small black figure slipped up the side of the bridge. Where it had come from? Had it crawled along the underside?  It flipped over the rail like a Galactic Olympian, landing precisely between us and blocking Roman from my view. 

There was something terribly familiar about the shadow blocking my path. She stood, graceful, but sunk into a combat position, facing me. A flood of other shadows raced to fill the bridge behind her.

I can’t get through! They aren’t fighting me, but they have me blocked, and they’re like a brick wall.

I think she wants to talk to me.

She?

“She looks familiar somehow...” I said, both aloud and in the channel.

“She should,” Kitsano said from behind me. “She’s a Matsumoto. Your bloody-handed kin.”

My kin, whoever she was, motioned for me to walk forward. I took a step, Driscoll hard on my heels.  Two shadows shoved him back and jammed themselves between us. A flood of them surged forward, pinning him in place as effectively as they had pinned Roman.

Apparently, this war was between Matsumotos. I felt a strange sense of peace at the thought. Somehow I had always known it would come to this, from the moment I had seen Sammy square off to fight them.

It was sad that I would die before I got to see Roman up close. It was sad to die on such a gorgeous spot, but here I would either become a shadow or a fungus, and only their judgement of my fight would determine that. I would prefer the fungus. I had no desire to become one of them, regardless of their lineage and any blood we might share. 

I should have known all along that they would be led by a Matsumoto. After all, I had known there were Matsumotos sent here, and somehow we always rise to the top. It was our talent - or our curse.

The crap always rises.

Nice, Roman. He was always good at putting things into perspective.

I heard a gasp from behind me. I thought it was Driscoll, but I didn’t turn to look.

“Do you know who that is?” Ch’ng asked. 

“A Matsumoto. They’re all the same,” Kitsano replied.

Driscoll’s reply was almost reverent.

“It’s Zeta Mastsumoto.”

My chest erupted in fire at his words, and my vision swam. Zeta Matsumoto? But it couldn’t be. She should be dead. The video footage showed her gunned down by terrorists. I must have seen it a thousand times before Edward found out and blocked the feed on every device I had access to. 

Zeta Matsumoto.

My mother. 
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I squinted and strained my eyes as I glided forward, trying to see if I could see any resemblance to my foggy memory of her. She had always been a distant figure to me even when she was alive, but I had loved her as every child loves her mother, and I had ached for her when she died and left me to Edward.

If this was really her, even disembodied into a shadow that led a global consciousness, wouldn’t some small part of her remember me? Could any part of her remember? For how many years had she led an army of shadows as they wreaked vengeance upon their enemies on this planet? For how many years was I missing her, thinking her dead while she was here all along?

I bit down on my tongue as I thought about it and tasted blood. After all, who was I to judge? How could I know what had brought her here? Maybe her journey was little different than my own. After all, here I was about to face the leader of the Baldric Shadows and if I were to win, then what? What if there were no marines and my only option was to stay and to lead them? Could I honestly say I’d choose the alternative? I could not. 

I was staring at my past – yes – but also at one possible future. A future I had not realized, but suddenly knew was all too possible.  

I stepped forward.

“Zeta Matsumoto?” I asked.

I felt the reply inside my head, jumbled around their woven voices, but her meaning still was clear.

Zeta...Matsumoto...LEADER...Matsumoto...respect...unity...death...unity...bow. Who is this who asks? Kill. Absorb. Kill.

Heartwarming.

“I love what you’ve done with the place,” I said, shrugging my pack off and laying my empty gun on top of it. It was cliché, but someone had to remind her that this battle was not one of my making or choosing.

Mockery. You will pay. Mockery. Our hearts split. Our people split. Pain. The Splitting. You will die.

Even as a shadow she was beautiful. She was frozen in time as a woman in her mid-twenties. My height exactly, with clear-cut Matsumoto features, long hair, waving in the wind like a flag, and eyes deep with the velvet black of the shadows. She was entrancing. She flickered in and out of reality, solid, then translucent, and wore a starship skinsuit similar to mine, but a few generations older. In her hand she bore a spear like the other shadows. It was short, and clearly ceremonial, with a bundle of feathers on the end before the spearhead. She set it carefully down on the ground beside her, imitating my movements, and then sank into a fighting stance. It looked like this would be hand-to-hand.

“I’m not sure if you remember,” I said, sinking into an identical posture, “But before you became Queen of Shadowland you had a daughter. She was five when you left. That daughter was me. Vera Matsumoto.”

Roman was trying to talk to me, but for once my head was so full of other voices that I couldn’t hear his. 

Daughter. Precious. No more. Bigger than all that. Bigger than family. Bigger than life. The Splitting. They split us. They rend us to shreds. Revenge. Death. We will be a powerful weapon. Absorb all those who can assist. Vera Matsumoto is found to be worthy. Take her soul.

I couldn’t help but feel hurt, even knowing this was only a shell of what my mother had been. It wasn’t really her at all. That’s what I told myself. It couldn’t be. It was just the shadow that the others saw as their leader, and she was no more human than Rhinric was – maybe less. 

It didn’t help. It felt like I was experiencing the pain of my mother’s death all over again. 

The first blow came with no warning. Well, she might not be ‘mother’ any more, but she was still definitely ‘Matsumoto.’

She landed a kick to my ankle, but I absorbed the pain of the blow and kicked up my fighting program into high gear. I slashed out with a roundhouse kick and settled back onto my heels as I completed it.

She made a lunge for me with a quick flurry of punches: jab, uppercut, strike. I blocked her jab, dodged to the left to avoid the uppercut and then grabbed her striking fist and shoved her to the right.

In the middle of the blow I felt something TUG at my mind. And then, suddenly, I was in the shadow’s mental flow. My body was still fighting because the program worked fine on automatic. Zeta and I flowed from one complex series of attacks to another, more like we were dancing than fighting, but we each were still landing the occasional blow. Except for the bursts of pain, I almost didn’t notice our violent elegance. My mind was preoccupied by a new battle.

The rush of thoughts was intense and all-consuming. It was like a deftly woven rope of ten thousand tiny strands. They wrapped around and through one another, overlapping and twisting, losing one thread into the embrace of another. 

It was mindboggling and my head hurt from the pain of just deciphering what I was experiencing. Somehow I could ‘see’ the threads, the way I could ‘see’ Roman’s emotions in our channel. And somehow, it was trying to suck my very soul into the flow the way that my conciousness had traded places with Roman’s when Ead’s McIsaac had us prisoner.

I felt a strong desire to immerse myself in the flow of their shared being, to explore the individual threads and soar in the vortex of their purpose, but I fought it. I understood intuitively the temptation Sammy had faced and how they had eventually absorbed him. Any loss of control now and I would be absorbed, too. 

But how to prevent it? Zeta was fighting my body so hard that I risked being knocked unconscious or debilitated by her actions. If that happened I was certain to be lost and that meant time was limited. By some horrible premonition I knew that once it had me it would not let go. And as I thought that, I realized that I could finally hear individual voices. They were clear, but still hard for me to pick out from the cacophony.

No one has ever resisted...

Not long...

Almost have her...

Worthy...

...just submit already.

...ours...

I heard them all at once, absorbing layered meanings more quickly than I could think them. They knew I was already theirs. This had happened so many times before that they knew now that it was only a matter of time until they had absorbed me. And then what? Would I turn on Roman and suck him up, too, like vacuuming a beetle on a carpet?

I shivered and felt a wave of nausea. They wanted me to leave all that I loved. And yet it was tempting to rest in that river of acceptance, because it was clear that they would accept me – that for the first time in a long time there was a whole group of people, if you could call them that, that actually wanted me around. 

They wanted me to abandon my body. What use was a body when you could live a life generations long – maybe even forever long- surrounded by all your friends all the time? They wanted me to leave Roman – and that’s where their siren’s call failed because I could never leave the one who had never voluntarily left me and would gladly give his own life for mine. We’ll absorb you both, they said. Together forever. 

It was tempting. And yet, it rang false. What is life? Is it an endless soul without purpose or responsibility? What ties us to life? Love, surely. But what is love except sacrifice? And the sacrifice I’d been born for was obvious – to lead a revolt to save the people I was responsible for. And through that redemption, to atone for all that had come before: the genocide on Baldric, the injustice done to Ian, the deaths of Roman’s parents, and the betrayal of the citizens of Blackwatch.

This was my duty. I would not be shaken. All temptation for an existence of ease drifting comfortably on the waves of semi-consciousness evaporated. 

Without reasoning or thought, I followed my instincts. I SEIZED the rope of their collective unconscious. I could feel Zeta’s presence wrapped around it. I slid myself between her and the rope, loosening their bonds, and then I FLEXED. And somehow I twisted that rope inward, so no longer was it sucking me towards it, but I was sucking it towards me.

Zeta’s shadow form let out a scream as she was physically SUCKED into my shadow. Around me, the nearest shadows stretched and were vacuumed up in a similar way, slowly but inexorably. It seemed to take an agonizingly long time, but one by one they submitted to my will.

I was not absorbed by the shadows. I absorbed them. Thousands of them. All of them. An army of the dead living within me. 

It was getting crowded in here.

Zeta was the first to vanish, and I felt her consciousness join mine.

Vera?

For a split second she sounded almost like my mother, and then other souls began to pour into my unconscious and her voice vanished in the tumult.

Mother? Mother!

It’s just me in the channel, Roman said, but he was wrong.

The implant let me hear them, and they were already so loud I could hardly hear anything else. One by one, his captors faded to insubstantiality and were absorbed by my mind. They rocketed into me like rubber bands snapping. The further away they started, the more forcefully they were drawn to me. Roman shook off the last shadow as it was sucked away and he darted to me, the other marines hard on his heels. 

My head swam with so much sudden input, and my balance quavered. My eyesight was flickering in and out as my brain tried to process too many signals at once.

Driscoll flew towards me from the other direction. Roman arrived first by a fraction of a second. 

“You?!” Roman exclaimed at the sight of Driscoll.

Behind him the other marines came to attention, saluting Patrick Driscoll. 

“What do you think you’re doing?” Roman demanded, anger and confusion warring in his eyes, as his head whipped back and forth between his fireteam and me. 

“Sorry, Sarge,” one of them said.

Roman tore his gaze from them and turned to me. I reached for him, but stumbled. He caught me just as I started to fall to the ground. The corded strength of his arms wrapped around me and his breath was hot and close. I wanted to kiss him. I wanted to hide in the warmth of his shelter forever.

“Vera? Stay with me, Vera.” And then, so quiet that I thought I might not have heard it all. “I can’t bear to lose you, too.”
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I must not have been passed out for very long because Roman was still gripping me like I was going to fade away like the shadows. He was curled over me, like his very form could protect me from danger. The others crowded around him.

“She did it. I can’t believe she did it!” That was Kitsano.

“Be glad she did. I thought we were gone there for a moment,” said Ch’ng.

“What’s going on here?” Roman asked a marine.

“We’re Driscoll’s Own,” he said. “Who is she?”

“Vera Matsumoto. The Emperor’s cousin,” Roman said, almost reverentially.

“She looks more like a jungle warlord. What’s with the scar?”

“Have a little respect,” Ch’ng said, “Who cares what she looks like? She saved all our heads just now.”

“But what’s a Matsumoto doing here?” the marine asked, clearly unable to see when he was beaten.

“That’s the question, isn’t it?” Driscoll said. “You don’t seem to have many marines left, Mr. Guardian.”

“Just my fireteam,” Roman said grimly, “But it seems they aren’t mine at all. I never suspected that they were secretly terrorists.”

“We’re all terrorists, now,” Driscoll said. “You’re the only one here who isn’t sworn to Driscoll’s Own, and I’m guessing you’re sworn to her, which makes you one of us.”

“I’m Vera Matsumoto’s guardian. I’m not a terrorist or a murderer,” Roman said, flinging a baleful look at his fireteam.

“Let us explain, Aldrin...” one of them started to say.

I was listening to it all, and following as I could, but my head was still pounding with the pain of absorbing the entire population of Baldric into my subconscious. I felt new souls drawn in one by one and added to our number. I was just one soul floating on the sea of them all, still living, but that was barely an afterthought. 

The masses of them felt very alive to me. The Javierian minds felt foreign and strange, leaving me ill at ease within my own self. They were nothing compared to my fellow humans. I felt assaulted by their emotions and desires, all raw and bare. I flinched as they whipped me with them, red hot with need for revenge, or an agony of icy despair. I struggled to stay afloat – drowning in my own mind. 

Something tugged from beyond me. Two somethings. I felt them resisting the pull of the collective. Suddenly one broke free and joined the rest.

Driscoll gasped.

“What the-” Ch’ng said, his face white and drawn.

I couldn’t look to see what they were looking at. It was something on the ground.

“The shadow part of him broke free. He ate too much of Compound VX-7,” Kitsano said, her voice grating, “We need to go-”

Her voice broke off as she screamed. I felt the other something start to break loose. With a surge of will I pushed back, willing it to stay outside of our whole. I heard Kitsano coughing and gasping as I refused her soul entry. It seemed I had at least that much control over my own mind. Now, if I could just find a way to survive rather than just bob on this morass of minds.

They were still quarrelling above me, and reacting to the loss of Ch’ng’s friend and what had happened to Kitsano, but I let my eyes fall closed again and I fought within myself for supremacy. 

Somehow my mother had achieved it. Now I must achieve it. I focused, rallying all of my wits and senses under my banner. If this was going to work it would take all of me. I WRAPPED myself around the surge of souls, the way my mother’s soul had been, and tightened like a python. Then I forced it all deeper into the recesses of my mind and jammed a mental wall in place. I forced myself not to notice them or pay them any attention – that was the wall. Gratefully, it was half-working, but I could tell it was weak. One slip. One moment of inattention, and it would be gone again. I’d ‘won’ today, but it seems what I’d won was an eternal battle for my own mind.

So typical. Any time I won, I just kept losing. 

I opened my eyes with a sigh, and the first thing I saw was Roman’s face. He greeted me with such a look of relief and joy that I almost cried in sympathy. I felt so tired. So tired that it took all of my energy to push away from him and regain my own feet.

I smiled up at him. 

“Thank you.”

Always.

His answering smile was tender and protective and all that I had ever hoped to see. He didn’t seem to notice how I looked like ‘a jungle warlord.’ Even better, I was not dead. I was enjoying this instead, but that state was temporary unless I did the right things now.

I stood up as steadily as I could, channelling all my mental energy into keeping that wall strong. I needed to think without passing out for this next part.

“We’ve done it. We’ve beat the odds,” I said, realizing as I spoke that I was gripping the short spear, that my mother had held. I looked down at it, gripping it harder, and ran a hand through the stubble that used to be my hair. Then I looked up at the gathered few that were my army. 

“We’re alive, and Baldric is ours, but it’s not enough. It can’t atone for our fallen, or for the deeds that brought us here.”

“Are you saying that you want to overthrow Nigel Matsumoto and seize the Empire?” Driscoll asked carefully and formally.

“I am,” I said. “Someone needs to fix what is broken in Blackwatch.”

There was a gasp from Roman and a collective sigh from the rest.

“In that case, I pledge you not only my service, but also the service of Driscoll’s Own,” Patrick said, and he stiffened to attention, like he was in the military. Behind Roman, his fireteam stiffened, too, and more reluctantly Kitsano joined them.

My eyes widened. I hadn’t expected that. Roman’s face was a mix of emotions. 

Don’t get me wrong, I’m glad they want to support your insane ambitions. I’m just feeling a touch betrayed by my fireteam. We are supposed to be brothers.

Well, you still can be.

And I’m not fond of terrorists. I thought if I ever saw Patrick Driscoll it would be through my scope.

Tell me about it.

I was very reluctant to trust Driscoll, or to team up with terrorists, but what were our options? If we chose not to work with them, they could betray our plans, or worse, kill us.

Our plans? Roman asked.

I didn’t have a chance to discuss it with you, I told him.

I think maybe you need to take the time.

Can it wait? I need rest.

He made a mental sound like an irritated grunt.

“Thank you for your support,” I told Driscoll and his followers, who were now my followers I supposed. “You marines swore an oath to Blackwatch when you enlisted. You didn’t swear it to the Matsumotos. You didn’t swear it to the government. You swore it to the people of Blackwatch. You said you would defend and protect. I’m standing here telling you that the people of Blackwatch are under a threat so farsighted and insidious that it goes unseen. They are under a threat so pervasive that it will infect and change them all in the next six months if we don’t protect and defend them. You saw the shadows that fought us here. Blackwatch did that. We made them, and that’s the fate of our own people if we don’t do something to prevent that. I’m calling on you to live up to those vows and to help me fight. You might be Driscoll’s people. But if you follow me off this planet you are my people.”

There were murmurs that sounded like a cautious agreement. It would take more than my words to win them. I turned to Roman.

“I don’t have much time. The shadows are in my mind and I need to find a way to keep them in place without losing myself. I need somewhere to sleep for a few hours. Can you find me somewhere?”

I was all business, and he nodded, turning to business himself.

“Yamamoto, Nakamuri, set up camp on the shuttle side of the bridge. We’ll stop here and rest for a few hours. Brady, walk a perimeter. Make note of any threats and see if there’s a path down to the water to refill our canteens.”

“I’ll look for the water,” Kitsano volunteered, holding out her arms. “Give over the canteens.”

I left them to the details, struggling for consciousness, and slowly losing the battle.  In the last second before I sunk bonelessly into Roman’s arms, I remembered his words and finally took the time to reply.

I can’t bear to lose you, either.
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My battle raged on. I refused to give ground to the shadows in my mind, but they fought for supremacy. I must have looked asleep on the physical level, but I was not sleeping. I was waging a deadly war. Individual voices were starting to emerge and starting to attempt to bend me to their wills.

Every so often I would fade into physical consciousness long enough to realize that another battle was raging outside my mind, too.

“Will you follow her in this rebellion?” a marine asked Roman.

“I’m her guardian. I go where she goes. My life for hers,” Roman said, and there was steel in his voice. I couldn’t get my lids to open to see him, but I hoped he was doing okay. This was a lot to digest.

“Sorry we didn’t tell you, Sarge.” 

“I can’t talk to you about that right now.” There was a tremor in his voice. I wished I could see his face.

“Yeah, well, we’ll be here when you’re ready.”

I faded out, again. Within my mind seven beings were forcing themselves to the foreground. It was a battle to emerge from the horde. They flickered in and out. I thought one might be my mother. I wrapped ever tighter, fearing one might break loose and wrest my hold from them all.

When next I came to, Driscoll was talking.

“So you’ll come with us, then?”

“What other option do I have?” Ch’ng asked.

“You could stay here. Without the shadows it isn’t a bad planet,” Roman suggested. Conspiring with criminals was not sitting well with him.

Something about Ch’ngs tone made me think he was shrugging as he answered, “Driscoll says she’s alright, and I trust him. I wasn’t meant to rot away on a backwater planet.”

I was back in my own mind again, and the seven beings were clearer than ever. One was definitely my mother. She was the clearest, and as she coalesced I could feel her reaching for me, trying to communicate beyond the flow of the throng. Five of the other beings were Javierian’s, and one was an elderly scientist from the records I’d been watching. The aliens were less clear than my mother and the other human, as if it were more difficult for them to get their thoughts through to me. Maybe these were their leaders.

I didn’t know how much time passed on the outside. It was still day, my lids were painted scarlet when I was conscious, but the flow of conversations seemed to suggest that a lot of time was passing.

“...still no word from the starship. I think our communications are a bust,” Roman was saying. He must be refusing to leave my side, because whenever I was awake I heard his voice.

“Will they pull out of the system if they don’t hear from you or just send more shuttles?” Driscoll asked.

“SOP is to send another squad to investigate, but our commander is touchy, and we’re not here because we are in his good graces.” Roman paused and then said, “It could go either way.”

“I hope she wakes up soon then,” Kitsano said. “I want nothing more than to be rid of this place.”

“If we move her now we risk setting those shadows loose. Who knows what kind of war she’s fighting with them?” Roman said.

“I know,” Kitsano fumed, “and I’m not saying we should move her...yet. I’m just worried. She’s our ticket out of here. If the shadows come back we’re finished.”

“She’s more than a ‘ticket,’” Roman said savagely.

“Easy, marine,” Kitsano said, “Don’t you think I’m starting to realize that?”

“You should have realized it before, Lieutenant,” Driscoll said, “I did tell you she was extraordinary.”

“And I promised you I’d follow through with your plans, Patrick, but I still chafe at working with a Matsumoto, no matter how much I personally have come to respect her.”

“You swore to Driscoll’s Own, Lieutenant,” one of the marines said.

“When you’ve been through what I have, Private, you might get nervous about things, too,” Kitsano growled.

“But you did give your word,” Driscoll said.

“And I’ll keep it,” she agreed with a leaden voice.

I turned back to my internal situation. I looked around the circle of shadows, for they had formed a distinct semi-circle, and hints of their physical looks and shapes ebbed in and out like the surf. My mother spoke first.

“We are the Elders of Baldric.”

So now I was going to do what I was born for: make a treaty. I’d never expected to have to make one with the voices in my head. I wondered how that would look on my resume. 

“We have been watching you and testing you since your arrival on our planet,” the scientist-looking one said.

“I am Zeta Matsumoto,” my mother said, needlessly. “These are the other Elders; Caradand, Elizandar, Dalinoro, Fretzler, Javazuri, and Ed Yokiro. Together we rule the people of Baldric.”

I wondered how my mother and Yokiro got on that list. It seemed just a touch presumptuous for two humans to be governing Baldric.

“We have chosen you,” the one she’d identified as Fretzler said, “after much deliberation. You will take us away from our beloved planet.” Fretzler seemed sorrowful, her long hair hung over her face, as she looked down, refusing to meet my eyes.

“Leave? You want  to leave?” I asked, surprised.

“We don’t want that!” Dalinoro said. He was taller than the rest and he spoke in clipped tones that couldn’t mask his intensity. 

“But what we want is beside the point. We must keep our promises, and we promised our people that we would stop the ravages of the Matsumotos, and set them free from our bound consciousness,” Zeta said.

I wondered how she had managed to manipulate them into promising that. It must have been her, since it was so clearly a Matsumoto thing to do.

“In that case,” I said, “my time is limited. If you truly want me to take you off this planet and ‘stop the ravages of the Matsumotos’ I need to be on my way as soon as I can.”

“Then we must speak quickly,” Caradand said. He was smaller than the others, with a solid body but an impish grin made him look less threatening. “We are bound together and require certain things to be released. We chose you-”

“Chose me?” I broke in, “You killed my friends and tried to kill me! I beat you and bound you and that’s the only reason you are here now!”

“Yes, of course,” Zeta said irritably, rubbing her shadow chin as she spoke, “We certainly wouldn’t want to be borne by a weakling. Only someone able to defeat us and command us is worthy of the chance to free us.”

“Great,” I said. “Just great. So I have a whole army of you in my mind who are looking at me for salvation?”

“Essentially yes,” said Yokiro, adjusting shadow clothing, “But that is far too basic of a way to look at it. We require your service, but we will aid you. We can leave your mind in our shadow form if you release us, and as you adjust to our presence we will grow quieter. You will be able to choose when to release us and gather us up, and when to listen or when to ignore us. It will just take time and practice.”

“And in time, when you are not so anxious to be on your way, we can explain everything else,” Caradand said.

“But right now,” Dalinoro said fiercely, “we need your word that you will do everything in your power to destroy those who did this to us. We require your promise.”

“Require?” I said, “I don’t see how you can require anything from me.”

“Please,” said Fretzler, and her pain tugged at my heart, but it was short-lived.

“And incidentally, we can make your life rather miserable, even though you bind us. We can make you focus all your efforts on keeping us bound instead of other things,” Dalinoro said.

Good old Carrot and Stick diplomacy there, Dalinoro.

“So you require my promise to do what I can to give you revenge and grant you the freedom – somehow – to move on from this existence, yes?” I asked.

“Yes,” Yokiro said.

“Then in return, this is what I require. I require your full obedience and support in all things. I require that you keep no secrets from me, and that you will help me with my own goals on the way to meeting yours.”

“Done,” seven voices said at once, and I wished I had asked for more.

“And now I need to focus on the living, because we have a starship to assault, hijack and fly back to Blackwatch, and that’s going to be tricky.”

“Well, that’s something we can help with,” Zeta said, “We are able to fight for you, if you release our shadow forms.”

“And we have those here who once served on starships,” Yokiro added.

I fought to keep my thoughts unreadable. That would be a major advantage.

They faded out and I was back to the outside world.

“...she rode in like a hurricane and saved us. It was awe-inspiring,” Driscoll said.

“It was,” Ch’ng agreed.

I opened my eyes.

“And now we need to do it again,” I said, as I sat up. “This time on a starship.”
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“Glad to see you’ve joined us,” Roman said lightly, but there was an edge under his voice.

I hoped it was just worry for me. I looked around. We were in a temporary camp, with a small fire. Everyone was here and eating or drinking what was left of our supplies. Yamamoto faced away from camp with his gun in hand, so he must have been standing a semi-watch. I wasn’t worried. All our enemies right now were inside me.

I stood up, surveying the people in front of me. We were a collection of marines, sentenced criminals, masterminds, and fools.  I smiled wryly. I had asked Driscoll if the fate of our Empire rested on a small band of people making it through impossible odds. We’d already done the impossible, but we had so much more to do.

“What did you decide while I was...sleeping?” I asked.

“We’re with you, Vera,” Roman said, but his eyes told me he wanted to talk more and the sooner the better.

“Into the jaws of death and back...just like before, Matsumoto,” Driscoll said.

“All of you?” I asked, looking each one in the eye and surprised every time at the affirmation in them.

“All of us,” Kitsano said.

I nodded, grim, but satisfied.

“We talked for a long time,” Driscoll said. “Driscoll’s Own will support you, since I am your liege, and Kitsano and Ch’ng have joined Driscoll’s Own. Your guardian seems to be loyal.” An irritated grunt from Roman punctuated that. 

“Well then,” I said, scratching the back of my neck, and smiling awkwardly, “I have only one more thing to say. Whatever happens, I won’t fail you. I will hold the course. I won’t back down. I’ll die before I lose, and I won’t ask anyone else to do something that I won’t do.”

There were either nods or grim looks from everyone. We all knew that most likely we’d be dead before another Baldric day was over. No one had ever hijacked a Blackwatch starship successfully, but they were as committed as I was. 

“In that case we should move out. We’re running out of time.”

“Marines, let’s roll it up,” Roman said, sending a look at Driscoll, like he wasn’t quite sure if they were following him or the terrorist.

“If I could just have a private word with you, Roman, before we go, I’d appreciate it.”

“Once you’re done, head out. We’ll catch up in a few minutes,” Roman ordered.

Ch’ng had the audacity to wink at me, and I saw looks passed between the marines and murmurs of, “Only takes him a minute.” Typical military humor.

I took Roman lightly by the bicep and led him through the towering trees to the edge of the ravine. I must have been fighting my internal battle for a very long time because the Baldric sun was high and intense. The shadows of the tree canopy were enough to keep us from squinting, and for once they were only natural shadows. Below, the water glinted silver in the sun. 

I felt awkward at our reunion. So much had passed since the last time we’d talked. I took a moment to study the scenery so I could compose my thoughts, pretending to admire the huge trees with their wide branches and velvety purple leaves. Golden yellow cliffs plunged below into a diamond river. Baldric, as always, was as beautiful as she was deadly. I was leaving the beauty, though, and bringing the deadly with me.

That thought brought me to my senses, and I turned to Roman and looked up into his cinnamon brown eyes. 

“Why, Vera? I thought you wanted to be rid of all this Matsumoto nonsense?”

“Wherever I go, it just follows me. I’m a Matsumoto whether I like it or not, and I have to face that.”

“Wherever you go I’ll go, too,” he said, gently, “As long as I know that you really chose to try to bring down your cousin and it wasn’t forced on you.”

“You don’t have to come with me,” I said. “It’s going to be deadly.”

He laughed, and new lines crinkled around his warm eyes. 

“I don’t know if anything is as deadly as you, Vera Matsumoto. Driscoll has been telling us stories.”

I blushed.

“And,” he continued, “You’re even starting to look the part.”

He brought one hand up to delicately trace the scar on my cheek, like he was touching the wing of a butterfly. I trembled with a combination of insecurity and desire. 

“I must look terrible,” I agreed, still blushing furiously.

He leaned in close, so his lips were millimeters from mine and whispered, “Terribly beautiful.”

His kiss was tender and gentle. I kissed him back, but he ended it quickly, and pulled back, his forehead resting gently on mine, and his eyes locked onto mine.

“You look older,” I said, my concern for him evident in my voice, and my own hand reached up and stroked his worn cheek. In his dull brown hair there was a thick white streak. A sign of something so stressful that it shocked the hair white. I wondered if it was Ashlyn’s death. 

“I am older,” he teased, smiling in the way he did when it was only the two of us.

“That’s not what I meant,” I said, still worried.

“Vera, neither of us have been children for a very long time.”

My smile turned bittersweet, thinking about him and Ashlyn.

“I’m sorry, Roman. I’m sorry for everything you’ve suffered. I’m most sorry of all that you are stuck fighting an impossible war with me, rather than living a normal life with her.”

He laughed, but this laugh was bitter.

“I don’t think I could live a normal life if I wanted to, Vera. But please know this,” he said, as he gathered me up in strong, gentle arms, “there is nowhere I’d rather be than with you. And there is no one I’d rather be with.” He paused for a moment and then looked me in the eyes as he said, “I love you, Vera Matsumoto.”

My face grew hot with embarrassment.

“And I’m willing to wait for you until you’re done conquering the Empire,” he teased. 

This time his kiss was firmer and laced with longing. My return kiss was the same. I longed for a better, safer time, when we could love fully instead of in bits and pieces.

Me, too, Vera. One day, when it’s all over, and I make you mine.

I love you, too, Roman Aldrin.

I said it in the channel, because I didn’t trust my voice, and it just kept echoing in my thoughts, over and over. I felt his answering joy though our channel and his kiss was bittersweet and seeded with hope. My heart soared, but I clamped down on it. There was still too much to do to think of that.

And I’m going to hold you to that promise, I said.

You do that.

We caught up to the rest quickly and our march to the shuttles was surprisingly pleasant and quick without a constant assault on the way. We made our plans as we walked, though there was only so much we could plan ahead of time. Most of what came next would depend on how things played out.

Every time I looked at Roman all I could think about was how grateful I was to have him back, and to have him as mine. We’d taken a long journey apart from each other. At least whatever came next, we’d be doing it together.

All along our path, towering fungus spiralled up into the Baldric sky. I shuddered every time I saw one. The bodies at the bases of them had calcified, and were looking less and less human, but that didn’t make the ghastly totems any less chilling. It was like the planet was warning me all along the way, ‘Don’t forget that the people you are putting your trust in did that.’

When we reached the shuttles, I glanced at the shiny exterior of hull. It was the first time I had seen myself since I began the journey. I looked at least ten years older. I was in a ragged, torn skinsuit. My eyes, still almond shaped and Matsumoto, were hard and piercing, and my shorn head and thick scar gave me a hardened, deadly appearance. The spear I still carried lent such an exotic air, that I looked, for all the world, like a neo-barbarian jungle warlord. I’d started off a pacifist diplomat, then I became a jungle warlord, maybe in the months to come I could find something in between.

You look beautiful, Roman said, noticing my hesitation as my fingers traced my scar. Battle scars suit you.

And somehow they did. Somehow all of this pain that I had never asked for, had shaped me into something that was more suited to me than anything I was before. 

I turned for one last look at Baldric, and thought of Ian lying dead miles away. He’d died giving himself for me. I wouldn’t forget.

Don’t forget,  the shadows in my head echoed, and I saw Ian’s face coalesce for an instant behind my eyes.

Don’t forget, but don’t let it destroy you, Roman echoed.

I won’t forget, I thought, and looking out over the rolling hills of Baldric, heart-stoppingly gorgeous as they were, all I could see were the jutting fungi that infected that gorgeous world, and I knew I would never forget, and that whatever it took I wouldn’t let it happen again.

Vera? It was my mother speaking in my thoughts. I think there’s something you should know about Patrick Driscoll...

Read more of Vera’s story in The Matsumoto
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Vera? It was my mother speaking in my thoughts. I think there’s something you should know about Patrick Driscoll...

“Matsumoto! You’d better get in here,” Kitsano called from inside the shuttle.

I broke off my last look at the deadly totems of Baldric, and hustled into the shuttle. I was the last in, and I pulled the hatch closed behind me. Roman waved me off and secured the hatch while I squeezed into the cockpit. I felt warm inside at the glance he sent my way.

We’ll talk as soon as we get the chance, I promised him via our implants as I passed.

His half-smile assured me that he understood. Don’t forget, my shuttle, my rules.

Rules?

No spitting. No swearing. No ignoring your guardian’s requests.

Fair enough. I smirked, wondering what might fall under the category ‘requests.’

Driscoll was already at the controls flicking his fingers over the touch navigation pad. Kitsano had an arm elbow-deep into a holo-manipulator, and with singular concentration she was twiddling the projection at Driscoll’s instruction.

“What do you need?” I started, but then changed it to, “Does no one else know how to fly a shuttle?”

“No,” Driscoll replied, in a distracted tone. “I told you that in time you would need me, and this is only the beginning.”

“Then it’s a good thing you’re sworn to me,” I reminded him.

He fiddled with the communications screen before looking up at me. “You’d better call your pet marine to the front. They’re wondering what we’re up to.”

“Call him a pet again and we’ll live without your expertise,” I lied.

If he calls me pet again he won’t live, period.

Driscoll grunted, but Roman was already behind me, his hands slid across my waist as he squeezed past and slipped into the dedicated com chair to call up the display. I saw him subvocalizing. His marine helmet must have linked up directly. I wished I could hear what he was saying, but he was right to keep it subvocalized. The last thing we wanted was for the ship to start picking up background chatter, and the cockpit was full of noise. A careless word and they might suspect that we weren’t exactly what we seemed.

The shuttle was pretty large for the few of us who had survived. Low and sleek, she was primarily a troop deployment bird, and the number of bare seats and harnesses in the main compartment suggested she would hold a squad plus equipment. The cockpit was much more compact, but there was seating for five; a pilot, co-pilot, com officer, gunner, and navigation specialist. 

I was sitting in the navigation chair. My implant was trying to translate the screen for me with the Tactical Interface, but I wasn’t paying much attention to that.  The irony of my seat was not lost on me. From here on in I was navigating all the way. It was a first step in a long journey to seize what wasn’t mine...yet. 

Exactly how did a teenage girl go about stealing an empire? I was about to mentally say “sixteen-year-old girl” but I stuttered over my age, remembering that I had been in cryogenic sleep a lot longer than I thought.  

I queried my implant for the date. I’d missed my seventeenth birthday... eleven and a half months ago. That made me angry. You hear people accuse others of stealing their lives. Almost a year of my life had actually been stolen – erased forever. Is that how it worked? Would I just live a year longer, since technically my body was still sixteen? Or was it? I mean, it had been in stasis, but it had still been alive and degenerating. I felt sick. Someone had stolen an entire year that was mine.

No, not someone. Nigel Matsumoto. 

I looked up at the navigation screen with fire in my eyes.

“Vera?” Roman said, trying to catch my eye.

Forget second guessing. It was time to step up and take my year back...plus a tad bit more for pain and suffering.

“You called?” I asked, trying to keep the rage from my voice.

Roman’s eyebrows lifted, but he kept his tone mild and on task.

“Captain Sato wants to know our ETA to Cardinal’s Blood.”

I nodded to Driscoll.

“Launch in five minutes, rendezvous in twenty-seven-point-niner minutes,” Driscoll said, in a cool, professional tone that I’d never heard from him before. 

Roman repeated it back to Captain Sato and then turned to me. 

“He’s demanding a list of passengers.”

“Keep it vague. When we get there we want him to be surprised. Remember,” I said, turning to Driscoll and Ch’ng, who had slipped into the gunner’s chair, “I don’t want any killing. If we have to fight, we aim to injure, not kill. I don’t care how you terrorists usually do things, but I don’t want to kill Blackwatch citizens.”

Kitsano’s laugh was derisive.

“Good luck starting a civil war without casualties,” she said.

I opened my mouth to speak, but Zeta’s thoughts cut through mine.

We need to talk about Driscoll.

“Since you bring it up,” Driscoll said, dropping his hands from the touchscreens and turning to me, “I should perhaps mention that you have the wrong perspective about Driscoll’s Own.”

I thought there was really only one perspective on terrorists, Roman said through the channel.

Unless you are one, I suppose,  I said.

“Yes?” I asked Driscoll.

“We didn’t call ourselves terrorists,” Driscoll said. “It was the Matsumotos that called us that.”

I sighed. Driscoll was an ally, and a sworn liege-man. I had to be careful how I did this.

“You killed my cousin Denise,” I said, allowing a smidgen of my sorrow into my tone.

“I didn’t kill your cousin,” Driscoll said, and he sounded sincere.

Driscoll’s Own did, Roman chimed in. His own distrust and anger ran thick through the channel. And not just her, but as many Matsumotos as they could get their hands on. We think they all are dead, except for you and the Emperor.

“In my mind, giving the order is the same thing,” I said, trying to keep my tone gentle. “I understand your animosity, but I want to be clear. That ends now.”

Some of them were children. Children. Roman’s emotions were laced red with rage and in an odd burst his actual thoughts came through again. How can she trust him, no matter what he swore? She shouldn’t. He deserves to stay on this planet. I shouldn’t have let her bring him. This is all wrong!

Easy, tiger. I said to Roman, reaching across to gently lay a hand on his knee. He double-blinked, realizing I could hear his thoughts. I’ll explain everything soon, okay?

He flashed a color coded assent and I breathed a quick sigh of relief. I needed everyone focused now that we were heading into the thick of it.

“Launch in two minutes,” Kitsano reminded from the co-pilot’s chair. I was uncomfortably aware that while she could count the launch down Driscoll was the only human we had who could fly the bird. 

You need to listen to me...to us, Zeta broke in. The voices in my head were never patient. Regardless, I needed to sort Driscoll out first. It was hard to think amidst so many voices.

“You aren’t hearing me, Vera,” Driscoll said. His face flushed as he spoke and strong emotion burned behind his eyes. It was partly that blazing look I’d been seeing so often, but also partly something else.  There was enough fury in this shuttle right now to replace her fusion reactor. “I didn’t kill your cousin. I didn’t order her killed.”

Oh really? They just magically died?  Roman was quivering in his chair despite my reassuring touch. I guess he couldn’t wait for my explanation after all. I hoped he wasn’t accidentally subvocalizing, or Captain Sato’s com officer would be getting quite the earful.

You saw them, didn’t you?  I asked. The children?

He turned so I could see his eyes. The unshed tears in them, glistening extra-large and bright reminded me that he was barely out of childhood himself. They were all the confirmation I needed.

“Thirty seconds to launch,” Kitsano said, in the tone of a parent to misbehaving children. She was looking more solid here in the shuttle than I’d ever seen her. 

Driscoll erupted from his seat so suddenly that Ch’ng flinched out of the way. He filled the small cockpit. Roman lunged to his feet beside me, but he was too late. 

Driscoll took a step, seized me by the collar, and lifted me to my feet, his face inches from mine. Adrenaline jabbed my heart into overdrive and I fought to control my breath and remain calm. I was no fool, though. I booted the Tactical Interface.

“I swore to you, Vera. I swore. And none of this is going to work if you don’t believe me,” he said, inches from my face. Roman looked like he was going to attack.

Don’t, I said to him, Not yet.

Driscoll’s tone turned to pleading. “Please, Vera. I need you to believe. We are not terrorists. Yes, we are freedom fighters, but not terrorists. I can’t explain right now, but you need to know. Think, Vera! If we didn’t kill the Matsumotos – and I’m telling you we didn’t! – then who did?”

My eyes narrowed in concentration and Driscoll began to nod. 

“Exactly,” he said, though I hadn’t voiced my answer. He put me down, looking slightly chagrined. His fists flexing and unflexing for a moment and his eyes on the floor and then on my face, and then back on the floor like he wanted to apologize, but couldn’t. Then he shook himself and sat back down in his seat, clipping the five-point harness back together and nodding to Kitsano.

“Clear for takeoff?”

“All clear” she acknowledged.

“Then all passengers prepare for takeoff in five...”

Who killed them if it wasn’t Driscoll? We had solid evidence it was his organization, Roman said, fury still lacing his thoughts.

“...four...”

Evidence provided by who?

Imperial investigators.

“...three...”

The government,  I confirmed. I knew what Driscoll was saying.

So what?

“...two...”

So, who would kill us if not Driscoll?

A foreign power?

“...one...”

Then why make it look like terrorists? I asked, only to answer my own question. Because it was him. Nigel Matsumoto.

“...launching now!”

The shuttle took off at a sharp angle, throwing us back in our seats, the in-atmosphere rotors whining as they grabbed the air to fling us towards the heavens. From the viewport beside me the wreck of The El Dorado shrank to a gnat and the horrible chartreuse pillars shrank with it until the planet became an amethyst jewel, heart-piercing in its glory, set against a velvet backdrop.

You really should listen, Vera Matsumoto, my mother chastised in my mind. 

This is not the time. What could you possibly know about Patrick Driscoll? You’ve been out of circulation for twelve years, I snapped, frustrated and taking it out on one of the people who couldn’t get away from me any more than I could get away from her.

Patrick Driscoll is your father.

My gasp was loud enough that the whole cockpit heard it.
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