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1
STEALTH: SUBSECTION ALPHA - OUTER HALLS
None of the red dots on Stealth’s HUD would be alive in a few minutes, so he had no reason to worry. No, it wasn’t worry that crept up on him, sending the taste of bile into the back of his throat and a building tension in his chest.
What then, he wondered as he lifted his rifle and prepared to breach Subsection Alpha of Space Station Horus’s living quarters. This was a known hangout for the lowlifes of this place, and rumored hiding spot of the hacker group that called themselves “The Looking Glass.” His target.
This wasn’t Stealth’s first mission, so the reaction his body was having to it didn’t make sense. A glance at Red showed that the man was ready, breaching charge in place and hand up. He stared back through his faceplate—full, to protect against explosions. It reminded Stealth of a bug, with its built-in air filter in case of gas attacks and the small antennae-like horns on the top and rear, similar to the helmets they’d worn in their Marine Corps days.
Stealth did his best to push the unsettling feeling down, focusing instead on a memory of his training in the Marines before coming here. A drill instructor back on Earth, standing before him in his body armor of green and black, shouting at him to do just one more pushup, then another, then another. “Just one more,” and it went on and on. Repetition, something familiar… order to the chaos. That memory always calmed his nerves, though he was certain it had been the source of an opposite reaction at the time.
Since it was one of his few remaining memories, he clung to it like a dog with its favorite chew toy—which happened to be another snippet of a remaining memory, though one he relied on far less often.
Here on Space Station Horus, he was part of something bigger, part of something new. He and Red were elite soldiers in Project Destiny, a special team within the privatized military that controlled the space stations. Being part of this team meant they had special equipment, special biological enhancements, and special privileges.
However, it also meant that his team was the target of The Looking Glass, which made the terrorist hacker organization their main enemy. If Alice or any of the other top marks were here, he was sure as hell going to take them down.
“You with me?” Red’s voice came across their private comms, a direct channel just for him. As if he needed that now too. Babying.
“Breach.”
“Are you—”
“Just breach already.” Stealth readjusted his shoulder rifle, securing it in place against the section of his exoskeleton that allowed for maximum mobility while adjusting for kickback.
Red shrugged, triggered the breaching charge, and rolled back against the wall, out of the way. Three, two, one… KABOOM!
The door blew off its hinges, showering debris inward. A cloud of dust rose up around the two soldiers as they entered. Oddly, the HUD screen showed more red dots than could be possible—hundreds of the enemy in here, all armed to the teeth. So much that it was obscuring his vision, one of the problems with these damn devices. Red was already shooting, but Stealth took the time to turn off his display.
Instead of a room full of enemy targets, all he saw was his partner, the cloud of dust, and three people huddled in the corner. Movement flashed, and he registered a fourth person who came swinging in from his right.
At least he hadn’t been wrong about something feeling off with the mission, he thought as the large technician plowed into him. Thanks to the exo-suit and its enhanced abilities, he resisted the attack, but the hit did cause him to drop his rifle.
One man was down, and Red was moving on another, shots ringing out. Then a hand was reaching for Stealth’s rifle. Still wrapped in combat with the first attacker, Stealth let his training and enhanced speed and strength take over. When the man pulled back for a punch, Stealth moved to the outside of it, caught the incoming arm, and twisted it around before kicking out the man’s knee with a loud pop.
The hand was on his rifle now, so he slammed his attacker into the nearby wall, headfirst, and spun to get his weapon back.
But the hand belonged to a young, teenage girl. She had the rifle, but was unsuccessfully trying to lift it. Without the genetic enhancements of PD, that would be tough. Tears in her eyes, she was staring at the now unconscious man on the floor.
“The hell did you do to my dad?” she yelled, then pulled the trigger even without the gun fully raised.
A four-round burst shot out, three rounds planting in the floor and one going on to ricochet around the room and off Red’s body armor. Red turned to fire on her in retaliation, but Stealth leaped, knocking him sideways. As soon as he’d recovered, he turned back to the girl, reached her in two strides, and snatched away the Destiny’s Destroyer Assault Rifle—DD4, as they called it.
“Cease fire!” he shouted to Red, then pulled up the comms in his helmet. “Stand down. All teams, stand down. We’ve been had.”
“Negative on that,” Captain Legorn’s scratchy voice replied. “All teams, prepare for new assignments.”
“What the hell’s going on?”
“Sergeant, you were not given authorization to shut down your helmet during combat,” the captain replied, reminding Stealth why he disliked the man so. “Luckily for us, Red follows orders. Even more luckily for us, everything’s going to plan. Now stand by for orders.”
Stealth looked back at the girl, kneeling beside her father now. He was awake, at least, which was more than could be said for the worker Red had put a bullet in. Dammit, what kind of horror storm was this?
“New coordinates incoming,” the captain said. “Proceed.”
“Roger that,” Red said, having recovered and now glaring at Stealth with his mask raised. Cutting off comms, he added, “Stick to the program, hot shot,” then slammed his mask back on and headed for the far door.
They moved through the door and into the next corridor, an empty hallway with eerie yellow lights flashing overhead. Metal beams ran across the side of the walls, with empty patches revealing the hallways on each side. Likely under construction, and just as likely to never be fully completed, as was the case with much of this station. Money was better used for military expansion and defenses, even if extraterrestrial life hadn’t actually been discovered yet.
And since Earth had begun diverting large amounts of its resources into terraforming, the space stations weren’t receiving subsidies anymore. It was easy to understand why the people were fighting back, angered by their low wages and cutbacks on rations to the lower crust.
“What are we doing here, Red?” Stealth hissed over their private channel. “They said to get in, hit the target, and get out.”
“Remembering that I’m not the target, right?” Red replied, ignoring the question. “Just want to make sure.”
“Dammit, you saw that girl back there. You were just going to shoot her, too?”
“I get the job done,” Red growled. “Some teenager chick has my partner’s rifle, I take her out. Man up, bro.”
The words irked Stealth to a whole new level, but as he was about to respond, a new direction showed up on his screen. They turned, the captain starting to shout at them through their comms that they were going the wrong way, and then—KABOOM!
As the floor disappeared beneath them, Stealth found himself reaching, arms flailing as he dropped his rifle and tried to catch hold of something, anything. He was falling, darkness consuming him. Then another explosion went off, and he was vaguely aware of Red’s helmet flying past, above.
Helmet… maybe? In the flash he realized that there might have been more than helmet there. No torso, but more than helmet.
The floor below slammed into him with a shock that shot through even the exoskeleton-reinforced body armor. He froze there, back arched and chest feeling like it would explode. Shooting pain held him in place, coursing through his limbs and wanting to fly out with a yell of agony, but he gritted his teeth and refused to give them that satisfaction.
Whoever had done this to him and his partner had just made a horrible mistake. He would heal. He would find them. He would take them down without mercy.
But first, he had to get out of there before more attacks came. With a growl, he staggered to his feet, noting that the exoskeleton was bent and his shoulder dislocated.
He positioned himself against the wall and threw his shoulder into it, screaming now, unable to help it. A glance around showed no sign of attackers, so he took another moment to disconnect the exoskeleton on his upper right side, where the dent and injury were.
A buzzing was coming from his helmet, so he hit it with the palm of his gloved hand. His ears rang, and then a moment later he heard someone shouting for him and Red.
“Stealth here,” he replied. “Red… is down.”
A brief silence followed, during which Stealth started to back away down one of the dark chambers. Whatever came next, he certainly wasn’t going to be found sitting around, waiting.
“Stealth, is that you?” Captain Legorn’s voice came in over the comms.
“Yes, sir.”
“Get the job done, and we’ll get you out of there,” Captain Legorn commanded. “Stick with the plan, soldier.”
Soldier. Huh. As much as that was true now, his being a part of Project Destiny, he knew in his heart where he belonged. This feeling of unease and suspicion had never been with him back on Earth, back when he was with the Marines. He didn’t remember a whole lot from those days, but he remembered that much.
“I’m a Marine, dammit,” Stealth replied, turning to abandon his mission and return to the command room. He meant to find out just what the hell was going on here. While he was at it, he would see that Captain Legorn got a piece of his mind.
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ALICE: SUBSECTION ALPHA - HIDDEN CHAMBERS
Fist in the air, Alice spun in her chair with a shallow smile—the smile for her team, but not coming from her heart. She never enjoyed hurting the individuals who’d come up through Project Destiny (PD), but she celebrated it for her team.
The individuals weren’t the ones pulling the strings, but The Looking Glass had to hit them where they could. Soon they’d hit them where it hurt, making a run on PD headquarters.
As if the name weren’t bad enough, with its promise of something greater, something more than what they were. Now the project had opened its doors to new recruits, bringing men and women off the streets in droves to get enhancements and serve as the eyes and ears of the corporations that ran the space stations. They would become part of PD, though not its elite soldiers, not the group she had hit tonight.
“Lured ‘em in like the rats they are,” her teammate Scorpio said. The guy was tall but lean, and had earned his name for a fascination with the constellations and a love of martial arts—that axe kick of his had once broken a PD soldier’s helmet in two. As if he needed more reason for the nickname to stick, the left side of his face had been marked by the enemy when they had captured him once. He now sported the branding of a scorpion with pride, though it meant he was confined to operations HQ, as he’d be made too easily in public.
Not all of the others were here, but Scorpio was always in the inner circle. Swinger and Norwal had their stations up behind them, wide grins staring back at Alice. To her left sat Intrepid, eyes still glued on his display as he checked for any lingering issues. The man insisted they call this place the SCIF so he could feel like he was on the right side of it all. SCIF for Sensitive Compartmented Information Facility, which he and the other mish-mash of Signals Intelligence and Red Team Marines had worked out of just outside of DC.
Essentially, the same sort of work New Origins had Alice and her civilian counterparts doing as contractors back on Earth. New Origins was one of the top corporations in charge of searching for extraterrestrial signals while humans built up their space stations and worked to terraform Titan, Mars, and other planetary objects. Now the corporation was just one more of her enemies, since they had bought the rights to Project Destiny. Their procurement meant they led both the terraforming via its external branch and the privatized military that was in charge of security on the space stations.
Intrepid had been in the Marines with Alice’s husband back on Earth, the two of them moving up here when he and Marick were stationed with the Project Destiny folks. She still remembered the smile on Marick’s face when he’d told her he’d been accepted, that he would be on the cutting edge of space exploration, once he proved himself. That was the story, anyway. Project Destiny would train their soldiers, make them the best with new equipment unlike anything the Earth military could get their hands on. Little did they know at the time what that actually meant.
The promise he was signing up for, though, was a promise of bigger and better. Humanity’s destiny, it was said, would be led by the PD soldiers. When and if they found alien life, Marick would be among the first to know, the first to get a chance to fly out. It was terrifying and thrilling.
“Just one month, bunny,” he’d said, forehead pressed against hers, breath warm and sweet. “They said they have some tests, that they need us to go first, and then they’ll get you a transfer.”
While it was his dream, she couldn’t deny her curiosity. She loved the idea of being part of it all. From the messages she’d seen out there as part of her job with NSA’s own red team, it was getting close, too. Somebody up there believed in a discovery on Mars, though they were being cryptic beyond the norm on this one. Part of her had to get up there, to learn more.
Then that day finally arrived, when the car was supposed to take her to the launch site to join him. She had missed Marick more than she could have imagined over that month. The space elevators Japan had nearly perfected traveled quickly, but nothing could be fast enough as far as she was concerned. As she’d finished packing, she vowed to never be separated from him for that long again.
Little did she know, she was about to be told that separation was going to be forever.
The car came, but it wasn’t a driver that approached her door. It was the man and woman from New Origins bringing news of his death. That same week, she’d learned that Intrepid had gone AWOL, a fact that confirmed what she had already been feeling—that something was off. She’d been trained to read between the lines, and there was a whole lot going on here between some squiggly as hell lines.
After that, she had diverted the focus of her team at New Origins. She’d gone rogue and had to answer for it, but being fired was the best thing that ever happened to her.
A new look, a new identity, and secret travel up to the space station. Then the formation of The Looking Glass.
Today’s hit had been their first real attack on New Origins. No more gathering intel—this war was moving forward full force. She had questions, and New Origins would give her answers or go down in flames.
All but Intrepid were boasting about the roles they had played in luring the team into the trap, but the smiles and bragging rubbed Alice the wrong way.
“We got one of them, maybe two with that explosion, but don’t get cocky,” Alice warned. “The minute we let hubris get the best of us, we fall to the wayside like the White Rabbit did.”
Their expressions turned somber—they were all too familiar with what had happened to her last team. A former PD soldier named Gretchen had joined the ranks and gotten ahead of herself, trying to take over the team and make a move that would’ve led to at least one General’s death. She started calling herself Teach and lighting her hair on fire. While an obvious sign that the woman was mentally unstable, at least to Alice, it worked to rally the weak-minded members of the team.
That same team mutinied against Alice and went with Teach, then overextended themselves, got greedy, and in the end got themselves killed. Part of her had always wondered if it had been a trap to begin with, if Teach had been a plant and the whole idea to lead them on a suicide mission. Hence the post-mortem name of the White Rabbit. A reminder for her and her team to never go down that hole.
It didn’t matter now. She’d learned her lesson, better vetting her recruits and keeping a strict hierarchy of power.
More often than not, however, she preferred to work alone. Tonight, that had been impossible. She’d had to rely on Scorpio—one of the few survivors from back then. The only one who had stayed true to her, and had been captured because she’d asked him to pretend to be in with Teach. She owed him one for that, and therefore always ensured he was in the know.
Swinger turned his wide, starkly white eyes to her, cocking an eyebrow. “Your move, boss. They’re going to be scrambling.”
“Right.” She turned back to her station and started working her magic. It helped that she had once been in charge of setting up the firewalls she was now tearing down. She knew her way inside the systems, and knew the other men and women prepping defenses, the way they thought.
The right moves, and they’d never see her coming. For at least an hour she went through the steps she guessed might work, finding barriers and then backtracking to find new ways in, potential backdoors or failure points.
The fatal flaw often led back to some programmer who had been too damn lazy to check with security—a peon who was told to just get the damn program working. Higher-ups were, more often than not, more concerned with the bottom line than with ensuring security measures were in place.
And she was using that to her advantage. Loving, for once, that private companies put more stock into fast money than did their government counterparts.
“Got it,” she said finally, pulling up a screen that showed various communications and contact information. “Next move of theirs is an arrival at the docks, from Earth. If we let them believe we’ll hit them hard there, they might leave PD headquarters that much less guarded. Just have to find out when.”
Scorpio nodded, then added, “Break the chain while it’s hot.”
“Damn straight.” Norwal stood, going for the small fridge they kept in the corner and pulling out a bottle of homemade ale. Her favorite, though Alice found the stuff to be rancid.
“Work hard, play hard,” Norwal added, giving Swinger a playful wink.
“Keep it PG,” Alice said, standing and heading for the door. “I’m gonna hit the head, then I’ll need to analyze the findings with Scorpio. Do what you gotta do to unwind, but be ready.”
“And get a damn room, you two,” Scorpio said with a laugh as he stood to join her. He pretended not to look as Norwal handed the drink to Swinger and straddled one of his thick thighs. The two weren’t really a thing, per se. But when it came to playing hard, they were often playing more with each other than the team.
“You’re always welcome to join us,” Swinger said—proving, as was never necessary, where he got his nickname.
“Keep dreaming,” Scorpio replied with a sideways glance toward Alice, which she pretended not to see. Even if her husband was dead, the love she felt for him wasn’t. It never would be, and she had every intention of finding out what had actually happened to him.
Could she move on and try to live without him? Maybe, but she didn’t want to. Not until she had the answers that New Origins and Project Destiny weren’t giving her.
Another glance back showed Swinger whispering into Norwal’s ear, the younger woman giggling, fingers playing with his earlobe. A small gesture, one Alice normally would have ignored, if it hadn’t been for the memory that little gesture called forth.
Marick had often touched her like that, hand moving through her hair, down her cheek, fingers caressing her earlobe as he stared at her with love and admiration. She remembered one morning when the snow had just started to fall outside. She’d let him stay over because it had been so cold and icy the night before—the first night she’d said okay. She’d woken up to him looking at her like that, caressing her earlobe like that. And when his lips had met hers, it had been the first time she’d realized she would spend the rest of her life with him.
As far as she was concerned, he wouldn’t have a say in the matter, she had thought with a giggle similar to Norwal’s now. Somehow, she doubted that was what was going through the woman’s mind at the moment, but smiled at the thought all the same.
Intrepid finally stood, grabbing the slim glass screen of his computer, and swiped his fingers across it so that it shrunk down to pocket size. He walked over and handed it to Scorpio with a grunt, then nodded as he continued on past them.
Scorpio hid it in the inner pocket of his old military jacket, calling after him, “No play for you either?”
Intrepid answered with a finger.
Scorpio had thick skin and was used to this, replying with a hearty laugh as he joined Alice at the doorway.
“When are you going to start acting like a member of the team?” Alice asked.
“Tell you what,” Scorpio nodded toward Norwal and Swinger, “the day they act like adults, I’ll shake their hands and give them a smile. Those two are like horny teens, and Intrepid…”
“Don’t be shy now.”
He chuckled. “Well, we all know he’s a dick.”
“The irony,” Alice replied with a chuckle. “But you can’t tell me you wouldn’t be like the other two if you had a woman. Or… a man?”
He shrugged. “I’ve had my share of women. I like a taco as much as the next guy, but I ain’t interested in licking no popsicles. To each their own, just ain’t my style.”
“Classy. And now?”
“Now we have a job to do, and I think it’s best to stay focused.” The words left his mouth calmly enough, but Alice wasn’t blind—she saw the look he gave her, the longing in his eyes. If she changed her stance on the subject, there was no doubting he would too. That wasn’t about to happen, though, so she dropped it and led them on their way.
They passed an opening where the hall led into a larger chamber, light falling down on them. The SCIF was hidden in the inner workings of the space station, one of many secretly carved out rooms in this subsection. As they continued along the corridor, several guards stood at their posts, pretending to be working on repairs if asked by outsiders.
Alice greeted each of them with a nod, stopping to hand a few metal chips to an especially large one they called the Bull. They exited their hall to find the section with the head and another hall that led to their private chambers.
“Just remember why you’re doing this,” Alice told Scorpio.
“Don’t have to remind me,” he said, eyes finally abandoning that hard look he so often wore, turning to her with compassion. “We’ll get those bastards, and we’ll learn the truth.”
“Is there ever a moment when you, I don’t know, wonder why we’re doing it?”
He frowned. “I thought I just said… the reason.”
“That’s not what I mean. My conviction is as strong as any, but why? Why is it necessary? What the hell kind of world do we live in where a corporation has this kind of power? It didn’t use to be like this.”
“And the new kids don’t know the difference,” Scorpio said, nodding. “I remember a time—”
“Hold up. How old do you think you are?” she laughed, in spite of the gloom hanging over her. “You can’t be a day older than me, and I’m… well, you don’t need to know how old I am.”
“Pretty sure you don’t have any secrets from me at this point. Point is, the why is because some piece of slime back on Earth approved it, that’s why. If you give the politicians power, they’re gonna abuse it. How it’s always been.”
“Good, so you’re in it for the long haul.”
He assessed her, then coughed. “Didn’t you say you had to hit the head?”
“Yeah, yeah.” She did feel herself starting to get a tad squirmy. Soon it would turn into a full-on dance. “Pull what you can, we’ll go over it in your room.”
“Roger that,” he replied, turning to the halls beyond and going on his way. Others were filling the area now, either passing to their rooms or using this walkway as a shortcut to their jobs. It was one of the many that were considered off-limits, but nobody actually followed that. And since pissing off the entire population of a space station wasn’t the best move on the part of the corporations that relied on them for a workforce, they hadn’t made much of a fuss.
Now that Alice’s team had attacked the corporation, she wondered how long the status quo would last. Right now, though, she had to take the Niagara Falls of pisses.
Making a beeline for the bathroom, she found herself a stall and, for the billionth time, wished to God they had bathrooms up here like she remembered from Earth. As a high-ranking civilian, she’d had access to the bathroom on the top floor of New Origins’s Earth building. Plush couches, floor to ceiling mirrors, even warm towels and complimentary perfume.
Here? Here she had a metal bowl, a metal seat, and a plywood stall. Not the worst, but since importing toilet paper was a bitch, they had to rely on the station’s recycling for that, and it was rough as fine sandpaper.
All the technology in the galaxy, and they couldn’t fix that.
If her husband’s supposed death wasn’t grounds for going after them, the toilet paper might have been.
She was about to stand, when she heard two women gossiping about the hit on the PD forces. She lingered instead as one mentioned the explosion and hack surrounding it, and said something about a clue left behind.
“What do you mean?” the other lady asked.
A glance down showed their feet—fancy red heels on one, so clearly not one of the workers, and sneakers on the other. Maybe on her way to the station’s fitness facility. Either the higher echelon, or easy money.
Alice wasn’t particularly fond of either group.
“Just what I said. A clue… rumor is there’s some trace, that PD has a lead.”
“Damn, you mean they might catch them this time?”
“Doubt it, but…” A pause came in the conversation, the sound of someone else entering, and then the two ladies leaving.
That wasn’t much, but it was enough to make Alice wonder if it were true. What sign could her team have possibly left behind? Unless, maybe, there was some sort of tracer built into the software. Some new form of leech, as they called them, waiting there for her team’s presence to be felt so that it could grab hold and trace them back. Damn, if that was true… She needed to check in on the team.
She moved cautiously, in case there was a chance someone was aware of her and the conversation itself had been a plant. Maybe she was being paranoid, but in a situation like this, she found paranoia always the best mindset to be in.
Nothing odd on the way back. A roar of hundreds of people walking and talking filled the halls now, and she quickly made her way to Scorpio’s room. Out here he was known as Cleat—not a bad name, but she could see why he didn’t want the rest of the team knowing it.
At the entry to the rooms, she nodded to the short doorman, said Cleat’s name, and was pointed to the hall on the left. She’d been here enough times to know where to go and for the doorman to know that she knew, but he had his job to do, so she let him.
The action gave her pause as she wondered about some of the other members of her team. She knew the general direction Intrepid headed off each night, but not more than that. Norwal always seemed to be with Swinger, so her room’s location was a mystery, too. A common moral dilemma for Alice, in that. How much should she follow them, spy on them, and know everything about her team?
In this line of work, trusting everyone didn’t seem the smartest course of action.
Stairs led to the next level up, and for a moment she was jolted as the station’s rotational ribs must’ve hit a glitch. But then all was good and she was moving again. It was always a worry that something would go wrong and they’d have to live with zero gravity until the technicians fixed it, but so far that had only happened three times in the year that she had lived here.
“Psst,” Scorpio hissed at her, from the opposite direction of his room. She saw him in the shadow of an area that, she was pretty sure, normally had a sheet metal wall. Sure enough, as soon as she joined him he put the wall back and held out his wrist for light. He wore a bracelet with a screen on it, which he used to pull up a map of where they were at that moment.
She wasn’t aware he had that, and from the look of it, was pretty sure it was a hack from the security system.
“You’ve been doing extra credit,” she said, impressed.
“I know all of your secrets, doesn’t mean you know all of mine.” He winked, then held up the screen for her to see. Next, he pulled out the screen from their SCIF. Holding them together, he waited for her reaction.
“Ah, hell.” She took the second screen, placing it over the first to ensure she was right. Sure enough, the map showed his room as well as Swinger’s and her own. They were all blinking with a red X. There were more, and she guessed a couple of those were Norwal’s and Intrepid’s rooms.
“We’ve been made,” he said with a growl. “Dammit all, how’d this happen?”
“I heard something,” Alice said. “It’s all over, apparently. Two ladies in the head even knew. Check it out—they said a clue was left behind.”
“Not a chance.”
She nodded. “Not a chance in hell. We would’ve spotted it. We’re too smart for that… unless someone did it on purpose.”
“Don’t say that.” He put the screen away, but left his wristband screen on so that they could see by its light. Not that she needed to see his face to know that his mind was already racing with questions as he contemplated the idea of who could’ve betrayed them.
“We have to be quick,” she said, already leading him out of there.
“You want to put our necks on the line for a traitor? I say we bail.”
That wasn’t even worth a response, but she gave it to him anyway, never breaking stride. “If we have a mole, it’s not everyone here. I won’t let the others be taken.”
He mumbled something that she didn’t hear and was glad to ignore. This was her team, her responsibility. No way was she abandoning a single one of them.
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STEALTH: COMMAND ROOM
Stealth stormed into the command room, tearing off his helmet and holding it in his left hand as his eyes darted about in search of Captain Legorn. Several officers stood about, most leaning over screens in discussion. A couple at a table in the back played Celtic chess—a strange, circular game that had made a resurgence in the early twenty-second century, but that Stealth couldn’t quite figure out.
None of them, however, had the trademark stark-yellow hair of the captain.
Where the hell was that piece of slime?
The captain, however, found him first. He stomped forward, a group of lieutenants jumping out of his way as he came for Stealth, hands balled into fists.
“Captain—” Stealth started, prepared to get down to business, but a fist caught him across the jaw. Next thing he knew, the captain had him by the hair, pulling his face in close enough for Stealth to see the yellow stains on the man’s teeth, the bloodshot red of his left eye, though oddly not his right.
“I should have you shot for disobeying a direct order,” Captain Legorn started in on him, spittle flying and landing on Stealth’s cheeks. “The hell were you thinking?”
Stealth ground his teeth, using all of his discipline to not slam his fist into the captain’s nose. He’d done it before, which was a large part of why this guy hated him so much. And also why he, Stealth, wore the three chevrons of a sergeant, missing the rocker of the staff sergeant he’d once worn.
This was all in the civilian military, however, so part of him said he didn’t give a damn. In his mind, he was still a Marine through and through, and they couldn’t take that from him. Since it was all he could remember from before, and even that was somewhat hazy, he clung to the memory even more. He would always be a staff sergeant in the U.S. Marines, no matter what they told him or what other military he joined. Not the PD, not the Global High Command’s ridiculous excuse for a military. None of them were on the same level, as far as he was concerned.
But this was his life now, and he had to remember not to completely trash it. Instead of clocking the captain, he just stared, glaring, imagining the smug look on that bastard’s face vanishing with a good elbow across the temple.
“That explosion take your hearing?” the captain asked, lowering his voice and leaning in. “Or is it time for another attitude adjustment?”
“You threatening me?” He couldn’t take it anymore, feeling the rage boil up inside. He broke free of the man’s grip, ignoring the pain as some of his hair was yanked free. “Instead of wasting your time trying to prove you have big balls, why don’t you tell me how the hell we were hacked?”
“Hacked?” the captain asked, his anger shifting to concern. “What’re you talking about?”
“The helmets, for one. Gave us the wrong directions, so that we walked right into that trap. We weren’t breaking your orders—we were following what the helmets said your orders were.”
For a long moment, Captain Legorn stared, his bloodshot eye twitching. “All part of the plan, Sergeant.”
“Excuse me?”
“We had to let them in so we could trace ‘em.”
“You…”
“I had no idea they’d get in far enough to infiltrate the helmets, to lead you to an ambush of sorts.”
Stealth held up a hand, trying to process this. “A head… I saw Red’s damn head go flying past. Not connected to his body, mind you.” Now the rage was on again, and he stepped forward, swinging his helmet so that it cracked the captain across the jaw and dropped him with a groan. Stealth stood over him, shouting. “You let them in, then you as good as killed Red! What gives you the right? What—”
Two security officers plowed into Stealth, taking him to the ground as he shouted, struggling to be free of them. Captain Legorn was holding his jaw as he climbed back to his feet.
When he turned to them, blood flew from his mouth as he yelled, “Get that piece of dog meat out of here! I want him locked up so deep in the pits of Horus that he’s sucking metal before air. You hear me!”
Stealth found himself being dragged away, his struggles futile. He had just given up, his escorts forcing him through the outer hall, when a woman appeared, his helmet in her hands. “Hold up, gentlemen,” she shouted after them.
“We have our orders—oh, damn, I mean, yes, sir.” The security officer helped Stealth to stand, then took a step back, nodding for the other to do the same. The second glanced back finally, eyes going wide, and followed suit.
It didn’t make sense that they would act this way, not unless Kyla Nor herself was here. That couldn’t be. No, he couldn’t have just acted like a complete fool in front of her, right?
To his dismay, he turned to see that it was indeed Mrs. Nor. She stood in her double-breasted, bright yellow jacket, gold buttons gleaming and blue stripes running down the sides of her sleeves and pants. It was gaudy as hell, but went quite well with her almost gold complexion and wavy hair with gold highlights pulled into a bun.
She was the CEO of New Origins, though she liked to refer to herself as Admiral Nor, and have everyone refer to her as sir. The sir part was normal—everyone in the military referred to women as “sir” nowadays. The Admiral part, though, had always irked Stealth. She wasn’t military. She was in charge of a multinational—now intra-galactical—corporation. One that ran operations as if it were the military of space. But not actually military.
How nobody had the cajones to call her out on this fact, or the other CEOs that went around with titles like Admiral and General, Stealth could never understand. Different times, to be sure.
“Sir,” he said, standing at attention.
She smiled, cocked her head, and then held up the helmet. “It was smart of you to bring this back, considering it might be one of the only leads to figuring out who got into your helmet.”
“Sir, Legorn said he let them in, so surely we know—”
“We’re making a move on who we know made it in,” she replied. “And it’s Captain Legorn… a fact that you should remember, to avoid risking a stint in the brig.”
“Risking?” he asked, a flutter of hope running through him.
She nodded, slowly, eyes assessing him. “You lost someone today, I get it. That makes the best of us lose our cool. But here’s the thing, you assaulted an officer.”
“Sir, I—”
She held up a hand to cut him off. “Thing is, I’ve had my eye on you. We think your training is going well and, depending on this mission, had it in mind to put you in with Nightshade. She wants you on the team, and guess what? She outranks our dear friend Legorn there.”
“Captain Legorn,” Stealth said, with a grin.
She laughed. “Getting cocky already. A pivot like that… it’s commendable. If you’re open to meeting with Nightshade, possibly joining her and the Taipans, we’ll see that Mr. Legorn forgets this ever happened.”
An image of Red flashed before Stealth’s eyes—the man doing pull-ups and chanting with each up, mumbling under his breath the motto of the Taipans, “Honor in death.” Red had wanted to be approached by them for as long as Stealth could remember, since they had been paired together over a year ago. Since that was about as far back as Stealth’s memory took him, and Red’s as well, that was saying something.
For him, Stealth would do this. In truth, it’s what he wanted too, but had always seen it as more of a pie in the sky type dream. Never a reality. It wasn’t just that he wanted to be part of an elite group, but also because they had the highest level of clearance he knew about.
Perhaps if he was part of them, if he had access to what they could access, he could find some answers. This could be the key to learning who the hell he was.
He nodded. “Thank you, sir. It would be an honor.”
“I know.”
With that, she held up the helmet, then tossed it to him. “They’re out on a mission right now, but you’ll join one of the rear teams. Get over to the west wing, hand this to their tech guy for processing, and get suited up in the Taipans’ gear. You’re going to make a great addition to the team.”
With that, her eyes ran across him in a way that made him feel naked. A final smile and she was off, strolling into the command room where she would presumably take care of the Captain Legorn situation.
Stealth took a few moments to collect himself, then turned to see the security officers still standing there, staring at him with shock.
“Quite the change of fate, huh?” Stealth commented.
They both nodded, mumbled “yes sir,” and then stood at attention. He’d forgotten, for that moment, what being a member of the Taipans really meant. This type of respect, for one.
“Dismissed,” he said, curiously, and watched with an amused smile as they marched off, eager to be away from the man they had been about to lock up.
With an extra bounce in his step, he pulled up the map on his wrist and headed for the west wing, ready to get into the action again. The memory of Red was fresh and it stung, but being a member of the Taipans now, and knowing that Red would be proud, made him feel that sting that much less.
All seriousness and his search for answers aside, he had a sudden rush of excitement. This was going to be fun… in that nerve racking, adrenaline rushing sort of way.
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ALICE: THE DARK PASSAGES
Alice and Scorpio ducked through the secret passages, of which there were many on the station. It wasn’t that they were built as such, but more to do with the nature of the way the walls and rooms were constructed.
Sometimes she found herself forgetting where she was, or that this was a space station at all. At moments like this, moving through the station’s inner belly, surrounded by alternating darkness and inconsistent neon lights, it was easier than ever. But even when she went above, walking under the domed glass outer rims and looking out at the stars, she could almost believe she was back on Earth, simply watching space.
Days back then were much simpler, though not perfect. Dreams of a family had kept her going, though they had been put off as her husband’s military duties took precedence.
“Soon, my love,” he would say after receiving orders. “This won’t go on forever.”
In her mind, she still felt it—still almost believed that soon would one day come. Even without him.
They had thought that transferring out of the Marines and into New Origins meant they could now start a family. They had even started to try, once they had received his orders. And then the news about him arrived. A training accident, they said. When she pushed for more, they refused.
Marick had been acting strange in his calls those last couple of weeks, and part of her wondered if he knew something was wrong, that something bad was going to happen. When pressed, he’d always lash out—more furious than she’d ever seen him before. He would turn it on her, saying she was delusional, that he was in paradise and that she’d understand when she joined him.
This place, paradise? Even now, she had to laugh at his loose interpretation of the word. If paradise was all metal with recycled toilet paper and mediocre food, then sure.
She had loved him more than anything, her job coming a close second. When New Origins had given her the news about his death, it had been easy to find the groups she had been working so hard to take down for years. Those same groups it was her job to uncover, she now saw for what they were—a mixture of criminals and freedom fighters. In a world where the privatized military and their bosses were deemed perfect, she could see how these groups would be labeled the enemy.
But in her world, where she knew their claims of her husband’s death were smothered in lies, information was the weapon. Her skills could be the bullet that would be used to take down the enemy.
Unfortunately, so far she had no idea who the true enemy was here. Was it New Origins, or simply someone in the chain? How about the governments on Earth, or Global High Command? As far as she knew, they could be anywhere.
It was even possible that the true enemy was right here, in the black market of Space Station Horus. A traitor could very well be in her Looking Glass group, or in one of the others, manipulating New Origins or Global High Command from the outside.
That was why she had to play her cards just right. Why she had to keep those close to her even closer. If she had allies, they could be the key to finding her answers. Getting her justice.
“This is jacked,” Scorpio said as they paused to pull a slab of metal out of their way. “What are we going to do if the PD forces are already there? Take them on with our bare hands?”
“I’ve been training a bit, I’ll have you know.”
He scoffed, holding the metal so she could squeeze through first. “The day you can take on PD forces with your bare hands, remind me to bow down and kiss your feet.”
“They aren’t gods.”
“I’m not saying that. You would be, though, if you could take them on. Them bastards are strong, unnatural.”
“You’re believing the rumors then?” She was through the gap now, reaching back to hold the metal for him.
He slipped through and paused to ensure the metal didn’t make a noise when closing. “I’ve seen it, Alice. Firsthand. They don’t move like us. Quicker, stronger…”
“Less gullible?” She winked, then continued down a narrower hall, the ceiling full of wires and trays that separated the different colors.
“Might be the exoskeletons, might not. Point is, they’re enhanced, and they’d mop the floor with us if we tried to take them.”
“I don’t buy all that genetic mods bull. Do they have exoskeletons? Clearly. Maybe some drugs that keep them alert or raise their testosterone, I don’t know.” She held up a hand for them to stop, hearing a sound, then motioned him forward, proceeding with caution and lowering her voice. “But I refuse to believe we’ve created some new super soldier.”
He shrugged, then grinned. “If they have, I’m stealing the recipe and giving myself super big muscles. Imagine, this face with the body of Intrepid.”
She scoffed. “Sounds like you’d be overcompensating for something.”
“Is that Intrepid’s excuse?”
“Don’t ask as if I’d know.” She turned back with a glare. One member of the team had made a joke like that once, only worse—essentially accusing her of being loose. Since she never thought of another man after the loss of Marick, such jokes were both offensive to her and women everywhere. At least, that’s how she’d seen it while pounding the guy on the nose until he’d apologized.
That same memory must’ve been the cause of the hesitation in Scorpio’s eyes at that moment, and why he quickly shook his head.
“I didn’t think so.” She paused, then glanced over with a smile. “Not that I was looking, but… you know…”
“Don’t say it. I was just joking.”
“You’ve seen him in the shared showers, too?”
He laughed. “Yes, and I know the man isn’t overcompensating for a damn thing.”
“Probably not something you need to be discussing with me, though.” She laughed at a thought, then added, “Swinger, however…”
“You know he made a move on Intrepid once? I mean a real move. Tried to invite him into his room while taking off his clothes.”
“Let me guess, you were there.”
“Swinger told me.” Scorpio ran a hand through his thinning hair. “For some reason, he thought I’d enjoy the story.”
“Didn’t you?”
“Of course. But more so because now we at least know—I mean, I’d always wondered.”
“Intrepid doesn’t go that way,” Alice said. “It’s clear.”
“It’s painted on his forehead?” Scorpio shook his head. “One has to wonder, you know. So many women would be up on Intrepid if he gave them a chance, but the man ain’t having it.”
“You think I’m a carpet muncher because I haven’t hit on any of you manly men yet?” She raised an eyebrow, hitting him when he hesitated. “Shut up.”
“It’s different with you,” he said, rubbing the sore spot on his arm from her punch. “We all know about Marick. We all know your story.”
“Yeah, well…” She suddenly felt too exposed, as if she probably shouldn’t have told so many people what she was doing here. It had been an attempt to gain their trust and support in this endeavor, and it had worked. At the time, she had been working any angle she could, desperate to find allies in this fight. Now, she wondered if she had been too rash.
“We’ll take them down,” Scorpio said, voice suddenly somber.
“All I want is answers,” she replied, then paused again, this time to check the thigh of her suit and pull out a thin blade. “Ready for that door?”
His lip twitched and his eyes narrowed as he pulled out a retractable baton, but nodded.
“We don’t have a choice,” she said, “not if we want to get there before any PD forces.”
“Did you see me arguing?”
“Good.”
She moved for the door—round, similar to what she imagined had been on old submarines. Moving through this part of the underground was never without worry, but they had to be fast here.
Exiting into a circular room that always reminded her of the inside of a pistol barrel, she and Scorpio weren’t surprised to find two large men and an almost equally large woman at their rear. Annoyed, yes, but not surprised. They hadn’t been here long, Alice guessed by the spotless nature of the chamber.
“Have you seen movement?” Alice asked.
No answer, just a smile from the woman. Alice knew of her, though hadn’t had much reason to interact with her on a personal basis. Everyone called her “The Heel” because she was known for squashing people like bugs when her boss demanded it. Alice had gone into her file and learned that her real name was Feruza, and that she had originally been from Central Asia before it had reformed as one of the greater Earth powers. Mother of two. Both deceased. Nothing to lose, always eager for trouble.
“If you’re not here for a chit-chat,” Alice added, glancing over at Scorpio to ensure he wasn’t getting spooked and that he’d have her back, if it came to it, “I can assume you’re here for money or steel. Which’ll it be?”
She brandished her blade, but her other hand patted the side pocket of her chest piece—light body armor that resembled her old company uniform, in case there was trouble. It would protect her if necessary, at least somewhat, but the pocket she was patting was where she kept just enough chips to be useful for bribing, when needed. And she was counting on the Heel knowing this.
“We’ll see what you have to offer, then decide,” the Heel replied.
“First, information,” Alice countered.
A raised eyebrow from the Heel. She wasn’t used to being challenged, apparently. The look was almost humorous, causing her skin to scrunch up like a raisin around three scars that went across her forehead and down her left brow. Her hair fell over her ears, chopped short but long enough to stick out from under her street-gang style red, layered-metal helmet.
One of the thugs looked at the Heel as if expecting an order to take down Alice, but the woman licked her teeth, lips peeled back, and then grunted.
“We’re not enemies here, Alice. In fact, my employer thinks we can all be great friends.”
Her employer and the likes of him were the last people Alice would ever allow herself to consider friends. While she suspected New Origins and other privatized military groups of foul play, the Heel worked for a criminal group known for brutality, murder, and worse. If Alice’s Looking Glass was the punch in the face of freedom fighter organizations, the Heel’s group was a punch in the face with spiked brass knuckles with enhanced electric shock mods, followed by a blade across the throat.
Os Dragoes, as the organization was known, meant the dragons in Portuguese. Even though their top ranks were mostly made up of criminal escapees from the big breakout of Space Station New Hope, their leader was a man from Old Portugal, before it had been conquered and declared a part of the Alboranian Holdings. He and his kind had fought back, and been imprisoned for it.
Then the breakout came, and nobody liked to discuss that. One of the biggest mistakes of the twenty-second century.
Needless to say, the PD forces would love to get their hands on this guy, and anyone else in the Os Dragoes. As far as Alice was concerned, that meant instant friendship with some groups. But not this group, not after what she’d heard they had done.
Not with the lives of so many innocents on their hands.
She was very tempted to tell the Heel to go jump out of an airlock right then and there, but instead she smiled, pulled out a few more chips than she’d originally planned, and said, “Talk.”
The Heel scowled, rebuffed, then held out her hand. When Alice had filled it with metal chips, the woman licked her teeth once more, debated the two, and nodded.
“Don’t worry about your boy Swinger,” the Heel said, pocketing the chips. “There was a team headed his way, but… we had reasons to be keeping our eyes on him. Someone who… visits his bed from time to time. Suffice it to say, the PD forces were too close for comfort, so we took them down.”
“You’re serious right now?” Scorpio asked, finally speaking up. “Your people took out a team of PD soldiers?”
“Didn’t hurt that there were only two of ‘em. Guess they didn’t think Swinger would be such a tough target.”
Scorpio nodded—he could buy that.
“And Intrepid?” Alice asked.
“Exactly the question you need to be asking,” the Heel replied, turning to go. “Like I said, Swinger’s safe, along with his companion for the evening. We hear there’s movement on the upper side, where your boy Intrepid has a room. We also hear it’s a team the size of which we aren’t getting involved with. Do yourself a favor and run, then pray to whatever alien gods you hope are out there… because he’s either far from his home, or he’s done for.”
They exited, a sneer from one of the thugs before the door closed behind them at the far end of the chamber.
“Dammit,” Scorpio said, kicking at the air.
“Dammit?” Alice shook her head. “Nah, this is good news.”
“You were here too, right? You heard what she said?”
“I heard her say Swinger was safe. That’s good enough news for me.”
“And Intrepid?”
“Is a big boy. He can handle himself until we get there.” She scrunched her nose in thought, weighing the options, and then made for the stairs on the far side that led to a small hatch through the roof. “But we don’t have time to dawdle.”
“There’s a whole team of them moving around up there!”
“If they can even find his room, sure.” She opened the hatch, already pushing through. All of the damn secrecy her team had, as necessary as it was, served as a stumbling block at the moment. She knew generally in what sections of the space station their rooms were, or at least where to find them when needed, but couldn’t be certain. With Intrepid, at least, the enemy intel they’d gathered seemed to confirm her own findings from before. “I’m not leaving anyone from my team behind, and we have to at least find out for ourselves. I wouldn’t trust the Heel if my life depended on it.”
“Which it very well might,” Scorpio reminded her, looking up at her. He glared, shook his head, and then chuckled. “For some reason, I can’t say no to you. Dammit, I can’t say no.”
“Then hurry your butt up here, as the only other option in my book is ‘yes.’”
He pocketed his baton and followed her up, mumbling to himself the whole time. That was fine. She’d take a disgruntled Scorpio any day of the week over no Scorpio. Considering what she was about to face? She could damn sure use the help.
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STEALTH: UPPER CHAMBERS - THE WEST WING
The west wing was called so because it was the housing section of Admiral Nor. She was top dog, and this section was off-limits to many on the space station. The name was some reference to an old film from the early days of movies—at least, that’s the rumor Stealth had heard. Such talk often went over his head, and the most he knew of movies was the training videos he’d been shown as part of PD’s new soldier program.
This area also happened to be where many of the special fight teams were located, namely the Taipans. Guards had scanning systems in place and were ready for him as he walked through the well lit and decorated hallways—metallic walls that, unlike most of the space station, were made to look like a getaway destination.
He supposed it was Admiral Nor’s idea. She couldn’t have people coming up here and feeling anything other than power and greatness. Once past the guards, the walls portrayed images of the legendary wonders of Earth. At one point he stopped and stared at the wall, the image with its three-dimensional effects making him almost able to believe he was looking down at the Sphinx and the pyramids of Egypt. At another he was walking along the Golden Gate Bridge in San Francisco, waves of fog incoming—and he could almost feel the cold mist upon his face.
The images continued—the coliseum of Rome, the twin towers of New York, the great opera house in Sydney, and other wonders lost to history.
So much had been destroyed during the War of Gods, as it was called. No actual gods were involved, but it had been so disastrous that the name seemed to fit. Maybe War of the Devil would’ve been more appropriate, but Stealth wasn’t in charge of naming historical events.
All they had now were images such as these. Rich people were able to enter simulation chambers and feel like they were actually there, down to the smallest details, getting sand in their shoes and sunburns if they weren’t careful.
It wasn’t real, though, so Stealth had never understood why anyone would want to go to that expense. Now that he was here, able to get a glimpse of what it might be like, he was certainly tempted. At a minimum, he could understand the obsession.
Another guard stood ahead, watching him with a smile.
“Beautiful, isn’t it?” the guard said when Stealth was close enough to hear him. “Your new home.”
It hadn’t hit him that he would actually be living here now, instead of the barracks where they kept all the new additions to the PD forces. Most were new, actually, and now that he thought about it, he wasn’t entirely sure how long the program had been around. He knew that elite groups such as those that Nightshade ran stayed in elite quarters, but that didn’t necessarily mean they had been around longer.
“Name’s Jakob, but…” The guard leaned in as if sharing a secret, “call sign is Stormfighter.”
“Bullfrog is what we actually call him,” another voice said, and Stealth turned to see a man approaching in shorts and a Hawaiian shirt. Very out of place here, but a true sign of the elite. Hawaii had been made into one of the most exclusive living destinations in New America, where someone could only live if they’d bought their way in. Stealth had heard that to wear a Hawaiian shirt if you weren’t from Hawaii was like wearing a Lamborghini personal jet jacket without being the owner of a Lamborghini jet.
“They call me whatever they want, but I know my real call sign,” the guard said, ignoring the newcomer to ensure that was clear, then standing at attention and saluting. Now that he had a frown on his face, with his mouth drooping down and his large, pockmarked cheeks, he did bear a slight resemblance to a bullfrog. “Stormfighter reporting in, sir. We have a newb.”
The man chuckled as he saluted back, the act annoying Stealth. In the Marines, nobody would salute in such a lazy manner, without uniforms or covers… and indoors, no less.
“This isn’t a newb,” the man said, running a hand through thick, black hair. The act brought extra attention to how close his hairline was to his thick eyebrows, and how startlingly orange his skin was. Either he had just come from Hawaii, or was trying damn hard to pretend.
“Sir?” the guard asked, after a moment’s silence.
“They call me Tropical when they like me, Dickhead when they don’t.” Mr. Hawaii took Stealth’s hand and shook it fervently, then smiled at the guard. “You’re standing in the presence of a war hero, son. Back in the Marines, Stealth was in the Battle for Amadora. Lost, but hell, I heard the stories. Many lives were saved because of this man.”
For a moment, Stealth stared ahead, blankly. Had he done that?
Images flashed into his mind from long ago, repressed. They were murky, unclear, like a dream. Men and women in uniform, screaming as missiles shot over their heads and hit a line of mechs. Everyone wore advanced battle armor and helmets to match, not quite like what they wore here with Project Destiny, in the days before their exoskeletons.
He saw himself charging forward, unloading an advanced assault rifle into the enemy lines, the waves of drones, the fire and blood, the death.
Pulling bodies out of the fray, checking for life. Then a mech, almost down, its pilot throwing herself free.
Another mech was moving for the attacking line, and would squash them if Stealth didn’t act. He’d run to the nearly destroyed mech and leaped in. Taking advantage of the moment the other mech had its back to him, he opened up on it. His mech couldn’t move, but the weapons worked.
A line of well-placed barrage missiles hit it. The enemy mech fell, was about to push itself back up, when the ground troops swarmed in, hitting it with all they had. Then one yelled, “BACK!” and something was flashing.
The enemy mech driver had hit self-destruct, and if they didn’t do something about it, at least half of the nearby ground forces would be dead. While Stealth’s mech couldn’t move, he realized there might be another option here. Turning on its thrusters, he aimed the mech, and then jumped.
The mech plowed through dirt and bodies like a bulldozer, then hit the enemy mech and knocked it back. By the time the explosion came, the mechs were clear of doing any harm to anyone other than themselves.
The woman mech pilot stood, turning to face him. Her face was a blur. A dark form appeared, moving like a mouth, and then…
“Stealth?” Tropical was there, snapping his fingers in front of Stealth’s face. “You back with me? Hello?”
It took a second for Stealth to reorient himself, but then he nodded and apologized. “Not the best of times, back then. Hero or no.”
“I’ll bet,” Tropical said with a hearty laugh. “Hey, take all the time you need, as long as it’s within the next twenty minutes. Then we roll out.”
“No time wasted, huh?” Stealth asked. “Good.”
“We have a mission, you have a trigger finger. Might as well make use of you.”
Tropical led him off.
“Thanks, Stormfighter,” Stealth said with a nod back to the guard, noting the way he stood taller at that. Nothing wrong with keeping those nearby happy.
The older man gave him a sideways glance, then led him up several steps and into a raised room. A door slid aside with a hiss and a warm burst of air flowed out. Nothing like the metallic cold of the space station, or the stale air of the down below.
“You’ll get used to it,” Tropical said.
“Won’t it make us… complacent?”
“Oh, you think this is for our comfort?” Tropical led him past tables and chairs, a few couches and walls lined with books. “It’s overflow heat, from the training room.”
Stealth frowned, confused, until Tropical moved his hand over the sensor at the far door. It slid open to reveal a glowing hallway, sounds of grunting within. A glance inside showed two women training, each with a pair of fighting sticks, working a pattern as sweat dripped to drench their tank tops and shorts.
A gulp, and Stealth turned away.
“Good attitude,” Tropical noted. “Honestly, some men stare, get lost in a sight like that. Glad to see you’ll fit in—each of us is a member of the team. No room for distractions.”
“It’s a test?”
“Hell no, we don’t do that here.” Tropical led him back to a series of doors on the other side of the room. “You’re part of the team already. That’s just two people training, and me observing your behavior. If it were a test though, you’d have passed.”
“Thanks?”
Tropical chuckled, then slid a hand across another sensor. He led him through a hallway to various open doors, each with humble rooms within. Beds, in some cases bookshelves, and a line of weapons.
“Our rooms?” Stealth asked. They weren’t anything fancy, but were far better than the barracks he had come from.
Tropical paused at one that was relatively empty, except for a suit of armor laid out on the bed and an exoskeleton, standing as if occupied, against the wall.
“This is yours,” Tropical said. “Get suited up.”
“For?”
“Time to test out the new gear, let your body get used to it.” Tropical pointed back over his shoulder to a door they hadn’t been through yet. “I want you moving in that thing as if you’d been training with us for years. You have substantially less time than that. Oh, and… you’ve had your meds?”
Stealth licked his lips. Meds—the term for the experiments conducted on them. Genetic engineering, some called it. He nodded, then confirmed by adding, “Yes. All of them.”
“You’ll get more, but only when we see where you need ‘em.” Tropical turned to head for the door he had pointed out. “I’ll be in there, waiting.”
More meds? A chill ran up Stealth’s spine and bile filled his mouth. Sure, he was faster and stronger now. No doubt about that. But there was something off about his mind, and it was worse every time he got more meds. Not just the lack of memory, either. It was bad enough that he wasn’t sure who he had been in the days on Earth, other than a Marine. Was there a family back there, waiting for him? Children, or even a little puppy, maybe? He had no idea.
It was possible too that his lost memory didn’t even have to do with the meds. He wasn’t sure, because he couldn’t remember a time before the meds. The meds left him feeling something else. A rage. A bloodlust. His mind would spin, his muscles expand to the point where he was sure they would explode, and then he would want nothing more than to cause havoc.
It felt so right, and yet so wrong. He knew it wasn’t him, that it was the genetic manipulation… that he was a different sort of person completely.
And now they were going to do even more of that to him.
Not that he could do anything about it, or even necessarily would if given the choice. He was, after all, a PD soldier. He had a duty, and if that duty meant becoming the equivalent of a demigod in terms of speed and strength, at the cost of his sanity, then he would damn well do it.
He swapped out his old body armor for the Taipan standard issue, then stepped into his new exoskeleton. He felt its connection points meld with the body armor, sensing as his supports strengthened and his balance became enhanced. When wearing this, he felt almost anything was possible.
Combine it with a stim shot—the drug they received when going on extra duties or needed that boost of energy—and he would likely believe he could go running outside and leap off into space. He’d have to ensure that never happened, of course. Maybe write a note in the inside of his helmet. “Whatever happens, don’t jump into space.” He chuckled at the thought, then put on said helmet and grabbed the rifle laid out for him, feeling its grip in his gloved hands.
Then he sat on the bed, staring at the inside of his helmet. He wasn’t one to linger on thoughts of fallen comrades, but he still remembered many of them from his time as a Marine. At the oddest moments he would get flashbacks of their smiles, brief memories of joking around with them in the barracks, sharing a flask, or even brief physical encounters—though he could never picture the face in these last memories. The body was always the same… but the face always a blur. Since the memory came with the rest, he assumed she too was a fallen comrade. Someone from his past who no longer mattered.
Red was different in that he wasn’t just a memory. He was a recent friend, as far as friends went up here.
He wasn’t about to let himself get dragged down by the negativity, though, so he stood up and made his way to the training room.
Tropical whistled from the other direction, waving him over. Not the room he’d seen the two ladies training in, but another one. He jogged over, anxious to see what he was getting into, and saw Tropical had put on his own armor and exoskeleton. When Tropical stood aside so he could see in, though, he took a step back.
Heights were never his strong suit. Shooting? Check. Hand-to-hand combat? Check. But whenever they had made him climb the ropes across the ponds or try rappelling down towers, he had frozen up. Passed, sure, but only by pure grit and determination, pushing himself through the terror.
Now he was looking out at a room that opened into the bowels of the space station. A ledge led to ropes that dangled or tied other ledges together, huge drop-offs, and pillars staggered throughout with nothing connecting them at all.
A step forward allowed him to see down, and the view took his breath away. Instead of the darkness and metal he had expected, he could see what appeared to be pure space. Stars… going on, forever. Something moved down there, in the darkness, blotting out the stars. A shape appeared.
Eyes—red. Staring, and then they were gone.
“Forget this,” Stealth said, stepping back.
He was met with resistance. Tropical’s hand pressed against his back, pushing him forward, over the ledge.
Screams tore from Stealth’s lungs as he plunged downward, hands reaching for the ropes he had seen, but finding none. He realized his life wasn’t flashing before his eyes, because, dammit, he couldn’t remember it. A blur, images moving and a distant laughter—but nothing more.
This was his end, and he didn’t even know what he had been through in life, what he had accomplished. Sure, he was some war hero. Sure, he had served as a member of Project Destiny here on Space Station Horus, but… what did it matter, truly? Without family, without anyone left behind to remember him, to carry on his name and bloodline, it all felt so purposeless.
He closed his eyes, the metallic pillars leaving him behind. Falling, falling, falling… he thought, until he realized he wasn’t moving at all. He felt air pushing against his armor, and when he opened his eyes again, he saw that he was suspended above a flickering floor, the images of stars and an eerie movement still there.
Or… not there at all.
“Not funny!” he shouted.
Laughter burst out from above, and then a click sounded. A split second later, the lights came on and the image disappeared to reveal a foggy glass floor. Just like the pyramids and other images he had seen on the simulation walls on his way in, this had been an illusion. It was a fair drop, to be sure, but the image was basically a projection system.
The stars and darkness of space, even the creature with the red eyes, or whatever he’d thought he had seen—all part of the illusion.
And then the air stopped, and he fell the last two feet. Arms thrust out and legs bent, he caught himself on all fours, exoskeleton giving him the support needed. A quick push and he was back on his feet, staring up at Tropical above.
“Like this,” the man called down, then ran and pushed off with the support of his exoskeleton, thrusters giving him an extra push. He landed on one of the far pillars, disappearing from sight. Then he was back, motioning for Stealth to join him. “Hurry now, we don’t have all day.”
Stealth glanced around, confused. “I’m a bit stuck down here.”
“Bull. If you were getting shot at by the guilds… or if that creature you saw was coming at you, you’d find a way. Now do it.”
Another moment passed as Stealth racked his brain for how to get out of this, but Tropical was impatient.
“You need extra motivation? Done.” A click of Tropical’s fingers, and the lights were off again, space back. Stealth had the eerie feeling that he was standing on nothingness.
A shifting in the air, a movement below him… and then the red eyes were coming, growing closer. Every instinct told Stealth to run for his life, even though he knew it wasn’t real. It couldn’t be, and he’d just been told it wasn’t. Still, that beast was scary as hell.
Legs moved on their own, mind going into fight or flight mode, and soon Stealth was leaping to push off of the nearest pillar with a kick, then reaching for the next one over as climbing hooks emerged from the wrist-guard portion of his exoskeleton.
He hit with a thump but held on, then began to work his way up the pillar.
“That’s what I’m talking about, boy!” Tropical said as he landed on the same pillar and leaned over to watch. He reached out a hand when Stealth was close enough, pulling him up to stand together on the top. The simulation had the beast appear—a brief moment of visibility, its wings spread out and its massive teeth gleaming in the dim light, and then it was gone.
“Please tell me that’s not a real thing out here,” Stealth said, catching his breath.
“You mean, have we discovered a secret alien race that somewhat resembles dragons?” Tropical laughed. “Boy, you’re hilarious. Nah, just something I cooked up in my spare time. I’m what they like to call the training design genius around here. Okay, I’m the one who started the title, but it fits and you’re free to call me by it.”
“Deal, as long as you promise to tell me if we ever do come across aliens like that, because that’s the day I’m calling it quits.”
“Me too! Dragons in space? That’s the stupidest thing I’ve ever heard… but it’s damn fun in a training simulation.”
Now that Stealth was out of the fake danger, he had to agree. It was pretty amazingly well done.
“Ready for more, then?” Tropical asked, then laughed. “Hell, why am I asking? Ready or not, here they come!”
“Here what come?” Stealth asked, but the words were wasted. His answer came as the lights flashed and a fake thunderstorm kicked in.
The whole room transformed into what looked like a scene from some alien planet, space all around them and fighter jets sweeping past as they engaged each other above. The pillars and ropes became mounds of rocks and vines, the other side lit with a welcoming orange glow and the look of a cave.
“Go into the light,” Tropical said, and then bounded off to the first pillar. Shots went past him, narrowly missing and appearing to explode on the nearby pillar. “Oh, and try not to get shot, right?”
Before Stealth could reply, the other man was off again, leaping with his enhanced strength and mobility, using his thrusters at times. The whole experience was like watching a dancer at play, and as Stealth was about to follow, he paused, a memory hitting him.
A woman, dancing. She leaped, spun, spread her arms out like she was giving an invisible person an embrace, and then twirled gracefully away to repeat the steps. The dance was the most emotional, beautiful glimpse of his past Stealth had recalled yet, and it hit him in the gut as if part of him were torn away. In fact, he realized it was.
There was a whole part of him that wasn’t there anymore, and he wanted answers. He stood still, trying to pull this memory forward, to get a glimpse of her face… but failing. And as he did so, he became more and more committed to going to look for answers, that he was—“ACK!”
A shot hit him, causing his suit to seize up and vibrate in a simulated hit, and he went flying back and off the pillar. He fell and again hit the spot where the air kept him afloat.
“That’s a new record, Tropical,” a woman’s voice came over the speakers as the fighting ships continued around Stealth. He pushed himself to standing, hovering on fake air, and then began his climb back up. “Not even a jump before getting hit. Is this newb going to even try?”
“Not a newb, exactly,” Tropical called out from the other side of the room. “But… he’s not doing the best job of showing that. Stealth, boy, you going to keep screwing me like this, or are you going to get your head in the game?”
“Watch this,” Stealth shouted, leaping up the last few feet to grab the top of the pillar and pull himself over. This sudden nostalgia and craving to understand a past that he had lost had taken over, and it was sending a revived excitement through him. But he knew that the best way to get answers was to not be questioned, to rise to the top and show them he was the best—those on top always got away with more, had access to more.
This was his way to find answers, if there were any to be had, so he committed to it. The shots came again and he was ready, already running and leaping over them. He landed two pillars over, rolling to avoid new shots, and then running across one of the ropes, as the next pillar was too far off. Halfway there, he pushed with his thrusters, reaching for the next ledge… and a shot hit him.
Again he shook, falling, and landing on the fluff of air. Dammit.
This went on twice more before he found himself leaping through the air, pushing off of the last pillar with barely a toe-tap, and then hurtling toward the orange light where Tropical waited. Shots came, but narrowly missed, and then Stealth had landed at Tropical’s feet and promptly tore off his helmet to dry heave. His muscles, as strong and enhanced as they were, ached like they hadn’t in a long time.
“The armor demands more of you,” Tropical said with a grin, his own helmet off too. He reached down and helped Stealth to his feet. “Arms up, behind your head. It opens the lungs, lets you breathe.”
“This isn’t my first time with the exoskeleton and armor,” Stealth replied.
“Ah, but you’re playing with the big boys now. This equipment here? Top of the line, but no one can operate it if they don’t have what it takes. You put a non-mod in one of these, they’ll likely fall down dead from exhaustion within the hour.”
Stealth nodded, focused on his breathing and the tingling he’d come to know that accompanied his body’s healing process. He couldn’t imagine a time before the modifications. When he had been a non-mod, had he been the same man? He wondered how such changes to one’s physical self affected the mental self, and what that meant for the person as a whole.
There was no denying that people changed when their bodies did. Even from youth to adult, some people found themselves unable to relate to who they had once been. He vaguely remembered a quote about adults being the ghosts of their childhood selves, and chuckled.
“Something funny?” Tropical said, nodding toward the far wall and the door that was now visible on it.
“Just can’t believe I made it,” Stealth lied. “I’m pumped up, ready for my first mission.”
A glance showed Tropical was skeptical, but then he laughed and clapped Stealth on the shoulder. “Boy, you’re going to love it here.”
Outside the chamber, a young woman waited with a stats screen in her hand. She had her hair shaved in a buzzcut, with stark blue eyes under thin eyebrows that arched up toward her temples. The blue eyes especially stood out against her dark skin. Her uniform was the same style as Tropical’s—black with green lines, but she didn’t wear the armor or exoskeleton. At least, not at the moment.
“Our boy brought it at the end, eh, Trish?” Tropical said, then turned to Stealth and nodded toward the woman. “She’ll be your best friend when in training. You want to know how you’re improving, she keeps all the data.”
“Let me guess,” Stealth said to her, “your call sign’s Data?”
She frowned. “Just call me Trish. And no, Trop, our boy has a long way to go.”
“But at the end,” Tropical protested, “did you see—”
She waved him off, turning to Stealth with a glare. “Where was your head?”
“You’re saying everyone who enters that place gets into it right away?” Stealth shrugged. “First time… caught me off guard. Apologies.”
“Don’t bring us excuses. Bring us your full focus, your dedication every step of the way. You lose yourself like that in the field, people die. Trop here dies. You want Trop dead? Is that what this is, some vendetta against us all, so you come out here and slack while everyone around you gets their damn heads blown off?”
“Trish…” Tropical pursed his lips, eyes darting back and forth between the two of them. “Maybe you just say he has a long way to go at the end. Next time, I mean.”
She scoffed, still staring at Stealth. “I heard what happened to Red.”
“News travels fast,” he replied, annoyed that she’d bring that up so soon after it had happened, hating the insinuation that it was somehow his fault.
With a deep breath, she glanced over to Tropical, nodded, and walked off. At the doorway, she paused and said, “Yeah, at the end he was off the charts. Tell him to keep that part of it up and he’ll do fine.”
She exited, and finally Stealth took a moment to glance around at the room they were now in. Quite different from the other metallic rooms and halls, this one was white, with white couches and a bar along the wall. Tropical was already pouring them each a drink—single malt scotch. Not easily obtained up here.
He held one out for Stealth. “Welcome to the team.”
“Is everyone… like her?”
Tropical laughed. “God, no. And you get used to her. Might even start to like her, if you’re not careful.”
They clinked glasses and Stealth took a sip, savoring the scotch and swishing it around in his mouth for a moment. It had been too long.
“Or are you one of them?” Tropical asked. “Too busy for relationships, focused on the job and all that.”
“Close enough,” Stealth replied after swallowing. He held the glass up to his nose and breathed it in.
“Yo, Trop,” Trish said, appearing back at the doorway, a frantic look in her eyes. “Your men are out there already, just got the call. They need you two, now.”
“This is for real?” Stealth asked, eyeing the glass of scotch with regret as he set it down on the counter.
Tropical, however, downed his and then nodded. He eyed the other glass, took it and downed that, too. “Hell yeah, it’s for real. And never waste this stuff. It’s fuel for the fight, in the type of fights we get into.”
“I’ll take your word for it,” Stealth replied, picking up his helmet and catching the rifle Trish tossed his way.
“Come on,” Tropical said, waving Stealth along. “Strap on some balls if you need ‘em, it’s time to meet the rest of the team.”
“And this might be related to the guys who got Red,” Trish added with a nod at Stealth. “Go get ‘em, cowboy.”
“If there’s a chance this is the same group, they’ll pay.” Stealth slammed on his helmet, glad for the opportunity to hide his broad smile. He looked forward to getting some justice.
Tropical grinned, slamming his helmet’s faceplate down. The two made for it, Stealth eager to teach the lowlifes of this station that nobody messes with them. Almost as exciting was the prospect of finally getting to fight alongside Nightshade. He hoped that, when given the opportunity, he would show them what he was made of.
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ALICE: LOWER CHAMBERS - THE THIEVES GUILD
Damn these chambers and halls. They were causing Alice too much delay in reaching Intrepid. She paused to confer on the maps with Scorpio, assessing their surroundings to be sure it was the right place, then grabbed him by the chest and slammed him against the wall.
“What the…?”
“Shut up and laugh,” she said, leaning in close to him and smiling as she said, “And that’s when it fell in the toilet. You wouldn’t believe it if you were there yourself.”
His eyes narrowed, then went wide and he laughed, wrapping his arm around her just in time as a group of PD soldiers ran past. One glanced their way, but didn’t give them a second look.
When they had passed, Alice pulled free and swatted Scorpio’s hand away as he tried to pull her back close to him, jokingly—she hoped. That sort of group incest wasn’t going to help anyone, especially not right now.
“It works for Norwal and—”
“No,” she interrupted, hating when he guessed what she was thinking. “It doesn’t. They’re constantly putting us at risk with that adolescent B.S.”
He shrugged, but the look in his eyes showed he clearly wasn’t done with this topic. She would have to find a time to sit down and have a discussion with him, but not now.
Now they needed to focus. Intrepid’s quarters couldn’t be far off. The real issue here was a lack of time spent in this part of the space station. Fortunately, their map showed the way and Scorpio knew the signs for secret passages—often a barely noticeable carving left behind by a squad-affiliated engineer. At one point they noticed a small triangle with a circle at its top, which led to a long, narrow tunnel that twisted and turned. After travelling a distance down the dark corridor, Scorpio pointed out three circles with a wavy line through the middle. It led to an empty space behind the walls. Nothing fancy, but enough to get them where they were going, and fast.
A sound came from nearby and a flashing light, dim. Barely noticeable.
Scorpio, following closely behind Alice, grabbed her by the arm and nodded toward the light.
“An intrusion detector?” Alice asked, having figured that’s what it was. If so, they needed to keep moving before some hacker squad or local gang came looking for them.
“I don’t think so,” he replied. Motioning her toward the light, he took hold of a metal hinge next to it. He followed it around to the other side of the metal plating beside it, and then opened, slowly.
Peering through the dark mesh, they could see feet moving. Heavily armored feet, at that. And low whispered conversation like that of soldiers looking for someone.
“It’s a spy hole,” Scorpio whispered. “The light is triggered by the floor panels. Something we used to set up when I was part of Squad Thirty-Two.”
“Sometimes I forget you’ve been at this much longer than I have.”
He shrugged, watching them go, then turned with a realization. “They’re already here. Which means…”
“We might be too late.” Alice cursed under her breath and then continued on, motioning to his wrist to check the maps.
“This way,” he said at a fork in the walkway, then paused at a doorway. “According to this—”
“Open up!” a voice shouted from the other side of the doorway, and for a moment Alice was sure they’d been found out.
Scorpio shook his head. “That’s Intrepid’s guild hall, not more than ten paces past this door. Apparently, someone’s giving them trouble.”
“Glad to see more than just the Heel standing up to these bastards.”
“Bastards you used to work for,” Scorpio replied with a taunting smile.
Was he trying to get her worked up? She held up a fist in warning, careful to keep her voice down. “Lesson learned. I saw the evil in their ways.”
He nodded, then started moving his hands along the wall. “There’s got to be another viewing port around here. We need to see what we’re dealing with.”
Alice joined him, listening intently to the muffled arguing. At a gunshot, she froze, then noticed her hand had just grazed a hinge. She had found the spy hole. Pulling it open, she hissed at Scorpio to join her.
The team of PD soldiers were taking up position, one of them kneeling right next to the peephole, others aimed to Alice’s left and a woman shouting for someone to stop.
“It’s her,” Scorpio said, voice full of awe.
“We’re looking for Intrepid,” Alice hissed. “What her?”
“There,” he said, pointing.
Alice had to lower her head to look up at the angle he indicated. They were still near ground level, but higher than they had been. Through the black mesh that helped to conceal them, she was able to make out a tall woman in black body armor with purple lines at the seams and running down her arms and legs. She wore a half-helmet, an eye shield that lit up purple, likely feeding her information.
At the sight of her, Alice had no doubts who this was. Nightshade herself.
If they were sending Nightshade after her team, this was reaching all new heights.
A shot rang out, followed by several four-round bursts. The first shot must have come from someone else. Intrepid, perhaps?
“Run!” a voice called. Young, by the sound of it. “I’ll hold them—”
More shots, cutting the voice off, then a shout of agony and anger, loud and growling almost. Alice knew it had to be Intrepid before she saw him. He plowed into one of the soldiers, tearing through him with a taser baton, sparks flying, then turning to use the man’s assault rifle against the next soldier.
Nightshade was moving in for him, though, which meant Alice and Scorpio had to move.
“The other passage,” Alice said, darting back the way they had come. Footsteps behind told her that Scorpio was hot on her trail. A pipe hung down at the turn and nearly caught Alice in the head. She ducked and slid around to find two teens peeping out of a half-opened door. Guild initiates, she figured, cursing as she pushed past them and burst out through the door.
A flood of lights hit her as two soldiers turned, caught by surprise. Thud, thud… both hit the ground, their lights zigzagging around the dark corridor. Intrepid stepped forward, baton in hand, and Alice clutched her heart.
“Thank the—”
“No time for that,” he interrupted, motioning back to the door. “Get out of here.”
“You’re coming with us,” Alice protested.
He looked at her, hard features in contrast with moist eyes. “Not after what they just did.”
“Ah, damn,” Scorpio said, panic in his voice. “Not…?”
Intrepid nodded. “I told Mike to stay away. Son of a bitch didn’t listen. But it wasn’t his fault, it’s theirs.”
Mike… Intrepid’s brother. Alice had only heard about him in rare opening up sessions over a station-made hard drink. The two were close, and this stunk. If Alice’s sister were up here instead of down on Earth trying to make a name for herself in the FBI, she wasn’t sure she’d even be able to continue the fight. The risk of her sister being hurt because of her would be too much. And now Intrepid was going through that, likely blaming himself.
She got it, but dammit, she needed her team.
“Fighting them here, like this… you know it’s not the way.”
“That’s not your call.” Intrepid picked up one of the rifles and spun at the sound of footsteps and shouting.
“I’m telling you, it’s not going to end well for you if you stay here.”
“She’s right,” Scorpio said. “Big guy, it’s not just the soldiers… it’s her.”
Intrepid’s sorrow and anger melted away with a look of excitement mixed with fear. “Nightshade? Here?”
“We saw her,” Alice confirmed.
That gave him reason to pause. Lights appeared around the bend ahead, and then several shots pinged off nearby walls. Intrepid fired back two quick bursts.
“Not like this,” Alice pleaded, and Intrepid hesitated.
A form appeared past the lights of the enemy—dark, with those purple, glowing lines. Nightshade.
With a sigh, Intrepid turned and shouted, “Go!” He shot as he stepped back with them, and Alice pulled him into the passage, slamming the door shut behind them.
Intrepid turned to her with wild eyes, then nodded. He started moving, but stopped when he saw the teens.
“Mike’s friends,” he said, more of a statement than a question. “Get out of here, now.”
They ran off, but Alice and her team didn’t move.
“What is it?” Alice asked, anxiously.
“Retreating like that… we’ve given away this passage. They’ll find the pattern, maybe unearth more like this. Dammit, what’ve we done?”
“Gotten you to safety, for one,” Alice replied. “Relative safety, anyway. Now it’s time to get the hell out of Dodge, so we can live to fight another day.”
Shots sounded from outside, then shouting. Closer now. The door would be hidden from view, but they’d seen where the group had been. It would only be a matter of time.
Moving now, Alice and her two companions held their guns at the ready. Again, Alice found her mind wandering back to Earth, to the sister she had left behind—Shrina. Her training was probably over at this point. How long since they had actually spoken? Too long… before Alice had become Alice, anyway. Her old identity had died, and Shrina had likely mourned her, thought she was gone forever.
Maybe she was, maybe she wasn’t. When Alice had gotten her answers, she intended to return to Earth, somehow. No more crime, no more of this politics and espionage.
No, when those days came it would just be about the family she still had. While Marick was gone, Shrina wasn’t. Their grandparents were still around, even if they had lost their parents in the war. Alice had been old enough to remember her parents, but Shrina had practically been raised by their grandparents. And they had another sister now, too—adopted. A neighbor kid who had lost all her family to the war.
Hold on, Shrina, Alice thought as they turned down another passage, working their way back. Someday soon, I’ll find you. Someday.
A blinding light brought her to the present and she stopped suddenly, Intrepid colliding with her while Scorpio threw himself to the ground. A moment later—KA-BOOM! The wall in front of them blew in, breached, and two soldiers appeared.
Intrepid pulled Alice back and she turned with him, scrambling out as shots rang out. More lights and sounds, then one of the teens from earlier appeared, gesturing them over to a hole in the floor.
Alice tried to push Intrepid toward it first, but he wasn’t having it. Taking cover behind the corner of the corridor, he returned fire and said, “I’ll be right behind you.”
“We can’t leave Scorpio!” Alice shouted, reaching for her pistol. She was prepared to run back after him, but a glance around the corner showed that he was being dragged out through the hole in the wall, more soldiers moving in toward them.
A shot fired and she ducked, feeling the air break nearby as the bullet nearly grazed her.
“Stay with me,” she called out to Intrepid as she made for the hole. “That’s an order!”
He grunted, then followed her to the opening as the teen started to close the hatch. But then Intrepid stopped, clenched his jaw, and said, “Sorry, I have to draw them off of you.”
“And if I can’t find you, later? What then?”
“I’ll figure it out.” He slammed the hatch shut, leaving them in darkness. Shots sounded above as Alice reached up, but the teen grabbed her hand.
“He’s resourceful, he’ll find a way.”
She glared at the boy, barely able to make out his outline, then grunted and turned to get out of there. Dammit, if she lost Intrepid and Scorpio, she would take down this whole space station to get them back.
They dropped into a narrower tunnel, all manner of wires hanging loose about them, and ran in a crouch to avoid hitting their heads.
For the moment, it seemed, they were clear. Alice should have been relieved, but all she could think about was Scorpio, and now she had to put Intrepid back on the list of people to worry about. She’d reunite with him shortly, she told herself. Then they were going to have to find a way to get into PD quarters and rescue Scorpio, or die trying.
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STEALTH: LOWER CHAMBERS
Charging into a fight brought a rush of excitement and familiarity back to Stealth. This was where he belonged, in the heat of it. Tropical led the way, the heavy sound of armor pounding down the chamber in front of him, echoing through the passageways.
When they emerged into a cargo hold to the sounds of shots and soldiers shouting, Tropical turned and gave him a thumbs-up, then said, “Time to see you in action, boy.”
“You can stop calling me boy,” Stealth replied, readying his DD4 rifle.
“Sure, sure.” Tropical gestured to two soldiers against the far wall, each of them taking turns firing into what looked like a drop-off just past them. “Watch yourself down there.”
Stealth was about to ask what he meant, when one of the soldiers turned to them and said, “About time. This the newb?”
Tropical chuckled, nodded, and turned to the other three across the room, two of them working to bandage up the third.
“Take Stealth with you. I’ll see to this one and get the debrief going.”
“Roger that,” one soldier said, still kneeling with bandages in his hands. Both wore their black and green body armor and helmets with the partial faceplates. Although fogged, the faceplates allowed him enough of a view to see that one of the men had a beard—a practice that had never been allowed in the Marines, but that nobody seemed to care about here in this privatized military.
“This is Pete.” The soldier quickly tucked in the edge of the bandage, then stood as he gestured to the one with the beard. “I go by Bloodhound.”
Pete leaned back as more shots rang out in their direction. He shook Stealth’s hand, then returned a four-round burst.
“Pete, huh?” Stealth asked, moving up behind them and against the wall. “You and that Trish woman… not into the call signs?”
“You met my sister?” Pete glanced back, then nodded. “People try to call me stupid names like Kill and Redsight, but yeah, I’m not into that.” He popped off a few more rounds, then nodded to Bloodhound. “Let’s move.”
“Stay close, pretty boy,” Bloodhound said, then led the way by hopping down into the lower level, launching off a frag grenade before running for the other side. He provided cover fire for Pete, then the two advanced as Stealth joined them.
They moved quickly, passing by one of the attackers who had been shot down, and Stealth paused to stare. This was a damn kid! A teen, certainly no older than sixteen. For all he knew, this boy could’ve been one of the many he passed every day on his way to the mess hall, some working, others begging.
As profitable as New Origins was, not everyone up here benefited equally. To let it get to this extent though, where the boys were fighting elites like Nightshade’s group? It was incomprehensible.
“Move it!” Bloodhound called back at him, snapping Stealth from his stupor.
When they were all together again, moving around a dark corner in the silence that followed another kill, Stealth had to ask.
“What the hell’s going on here?”
A glance back, and Pete growled. “You think because they’re younger, they won’t kill us? Kill innocents?”
“I… dammit, I don’t know. But it’s not right.”
Pete gestured at the corner, around the hallways. “Walk out there, wave your hands and say that to them. Let’s see if you come back with a head or not.”
“Watch me,” Stealth said in a moment he knew he’d likely regret later. He took a step to do exactly that, when Bloodhound pinned him against the wall, face close enough that his narrowed eyes were visible inches from Stealth’s.
“You have a death wish, do it on someone else’s watch.”
“Let him,” Pete said. “Who gives a rat’s nut?”
“My watch, my ass,” Bloodhound replied. He pushed Stealth against the wall again, then turned with a finger in Pete’s face. “Listen here, dummy. Nightshade’s on the other side, and right here, I’m in charge. You want her coming after you, do something stupid on your own time. But don’t go getting soldiers killed under my watch.” He turned back to Stealth, finger in his face now. “And you, do what the hell I say, or get your scrawny self back to the other side. We don’t need little chickees in the Taipans, you got that?”
His first mission and he was already messing it up. If he wanted to be one of the elites, this was the way. But at what expense? Still, he’d already decided he wanted answers, and this only confirmed it.
Would he get those answers if he flunked out? If he was sent packing?
Hell no. The only choice was to put on his warrior face, ignore the gnawing at his gut, and step up.
“Let’s get ‘em, boss,” he said.
Bloodhound considered him with a sneer, then released him and stepped back. “At this rate, we’ve probably lost them. For your sake, Fish, let’s hope not.”
“Fish?” Pete asked.
“He’s as fresh as they get,” Bloodhound replied with a sneer. “Stealth died today. In his place, we got Fish here. Welcome to the team, Fish. Now get out there and kill the rest of those little pups.”
Stealth licked his lips, not liking the direction this was going one bit. There was nothing he could do about it, though, not right now. He’d just gone negative in the political capital jar, and had to swim back out.
“Got a problem with that, Fish?” Bloodhound asked.
Stealth shook his head and replied through gritted teeth, “Shouldn’t we be moving on?”
“Damn right, you don’t have a problem.”
Silence filled the air, then far off shooting. It sounded from two directions, so was likely two groups, one of them their own. Pete cleared his throat, snapping Bloodhound back to the moment, and they took the corner, ensuring it was clear before moving on.
Stealth took a moment to pull himself together, and then went after them. His hesitation and their short conversation had been what allowed the enemy to escape. But it also gave him time to think as they ran along the dark corridors with their flickering lights, ducking through what had been hidden passages but were now opened or only poorly hidden as the other side made their retreat.
Nightshade was here, or nearby anyway. The legend herself. She was quick to punish those who stood against her, not so quick to show mercy or forget when people let her down. Dammit, he needed to get on these guys’ good side, show them he was the soldier someone must’ve thought he was, if they had brought him on the team.
Pushing ahead, he found his enhanced strength and speed carrying him past the other two, in spite of the fact that they had supposedly also been given advanced enhancements.
“Who is this guy?” one of them said—likely Pete, since he wasn’t so anti-Stealth at the moment.
No response, but Stealth was fine with that. He wasn’t trying to win friends, exactly. Just impress them enough for them to want him on their team. Sometimes who went on a mission was determined by how much the others wanted you on that mission. Not being wanted was bad.
He reached a corner and came skidding around, coming up behind three teens and a woman.
A shot hit the floor, and he had his rifle up and firing before the realization hit that the shot had come from somewhere else—from more of the Taipans, on the other side of this group. The teens and the woman were trapped between the two, falling as they tried to find cover and shoot at both sides.
“We want her alive,” Pete said, talking into his comms so the other side could hear too. “Dammit, stop shooting. She’s there!”
“Mind filling me in this time?” Stealth asked, pissed that there seemed to be more information he hadn’t been made aware of.
“We didn’t think we’d find her,” Bloodhound replied, moving up to the edge of the wall and glancing out to get a view of the situation. He pulled his head back as a shot rang out. “That’s her all right.”
Stealth lowered his rifle, swiveling his helmet from Pete to Bloodhound and back.
“She’s what this is all about,” Pete finally replied, glancing at Bloodhound to be sure he wasn’t overstepping here. “We got one of the team already, but rumor is she’s the leader of some group that calls themselves The Looking Glass. Something about a mirror on the corporations, I imagine.”
“Right, with a white rabbit and all that,” Stealth replied with a laugh.
“How the hell do you know that?” Bloodhound asked, turning on him with disbelief. “You ain’t been briefed on the group yet.”
“A memory, actually,” Stealth replied, trying to recall where it came from. The memory was foggy, distant. A woman’s voice popped into his head, telling him about her favorite book as a child. He remembered it now, in fragments—him laughing and asking if she was serious, asking if people really still read books.
“It wasn’t in an actual book, God no,” the woman’s voice said in his head, as if she were there with him, even now. “But I remember my mom reading it on her wrist tablet, when I was a girl. It’s stuck with me, ever since. Go into the hole, that’s always been my philosophy. Otherwise, you’ll never know where the white rabbit went or what happened to him. You’ll always wonder.”
The next memory was something else, a feeling of arousal. Then it blurred out, and he was back with the other two soldiers, both staring at him.
“Whatever Fish’s issues are,” Bloodhound said to Pete, “we gotta move. Take out the rest, then get her out of here. Copy?”
Pete nodded, but Stealth said, “What do you mean, my issues?”
“You were out of it for a few seconds there, big guy,” Pete explained. “Don’t know what’s going on in that head of yours, but you do that when we’re in the thick of it, we’re going to have troubles.”
He’d blacked out during the memories? That worried him, enough to make him want to overcompensate.
“I’ll lead,” he said.
The other two arched their eyebrows, but Bloodhound nodded.
Stepping up to the corner, Stealth heard Pete say into the comms that they were about to make their move, to be ready, and not to harm the woman.
“On you,” Bloodhound said. “Don’t let us down.”
Stealth nodded, held his rifle up so that he could clear the corner with his barrel at the same time as his sight, and then moved.
BRR-ATTTT! The rounds did their job, taking down a shooter who was about to fire at him. Then he was charging forward, shooting at the next one. He worked his way from the outside, taking down those farthest from the woman first. Rifles went off behind him and another enemy dropped, then he saw movement from the other side. They were coming in to capture the woman, this leader of the hacker group. Only, this was Stealth’s chance. He had to take it.
He slid, kicking out the remaining boy’s legs and slamming him in the head with the butt end of the rifle. Then he was up and had the rifle aimed in at the woman’s face.
He froze, all of his previous training leaving him as the woman’s voice returned, the one who had told him to chase the white rabbit, her face now becoming clear… that same face he could see before him in the present.
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ALICE: LOWER CHAMBERS - THE UNKNOWN ROOMS
Alice wasn’t sure what was happening, but this PD soldier’s mask was focused on her, unmoving.
Two more were charging up behind him. This was it. Her rescuers were all down, shot or unconscious, like the one this man had hit with his rifle. She hoped Intrepid was doing better above.
She risked one more glance at him, processing the way his eyes held hers, quivering. For a moment, she felt a connection. Something she hadn’t felt in a long time, almost as if the universe were drawing them together. More than anything, she wanted to pull his helmet off and see who was there, staring back at her. But then the others were within reach, and she had to act.
To her relief, she realized she wasn’t as alone as she’d thought, as the teen on the ground woke up in time to kick the legs out from one of the charging soldiers. Alice turned to run, moving for the doorway they had been trying to reach in the wall nearby. It burst open, to her shock, and a large shape came charging out, slamming into the oncoming soldier and then turning to motion her in.
“Intrepid…” she said under her breath, then remembered herself and got to running.
“Said I’d figure it out,” he replied, dropping something behind him. A moment later he was with her, dragging the teen. Intrepid slammed the door shut as the flash bang went off, and Alice heard the shouting of the men on the other side. Most likely, their face shields had protected their vision, but it would’ve been disorientating even if it didn’t temporarily blind them.
“Where’d you come from?” she asked as he darted past her, still dragging the boy.
Intrepid looked at her sternly, and then slammed down what she now saw was a lever nearby. Already the wall was lowering, and a moment later they were through, pushing on into darkness as the wall went up behind them.
“I’ve been learning my way around here,” he said. “But, dammit, this… none of this was supposed to happen.”
“That’s an understatement. What the hell were you doing in the guild? I thought we agreed—”
“Forget everything from before,” he said, pulling up the boy next to him and pausing in the darkness, slapping him awake. “Times have changed.”
“It was you?” she gasped, taking a step back. “You betrayed us… you…”
“No, of course not. Well, not to those bastards. I can’t explain right now, but yes, I saw that the guilds could help us, so I went to them. You said not to, but I saw a better way. Simple as that.”
“We don’t have time for this,” she said, glancing back at the sounds of pounding on the walls.
“The switch was hidden. By the time they find it, we’ll be long gone.” He snapped his fingers in front of the boy’s eyes, then slapped him lightly. “You with us, Hal?”
The boy blinked, nodded, but was clearly not fully there.
“Can you at least move on your own?” Alice asked.
“I can try,” the boy said. “I think…”
“We’ll be right here if you need us,” Intrepid added, then motioned them onward as he led the way.
Soon the sounds of the soldiers in pursuit were gone, but the memory of the way that man had looked at her wasn’t. Neither was the fact that they had Scorpio. When they reached a circular room, Intrepid glanced around as if there might be someone looking, then said, “The forest is full of thorns.”
Alice knew a code phrase when she heard one, and now she too glanced around. Something moved to her left—a peephole being covered, perhaps. And then the walls shifted, spinning around in a circle. When they stopped, an opening led them into a well-lit room.
They waited there as the wall behind them shifted again, and then a moment later an elderly woman stepped out from behind one of many curtains. A glance around showed curtains of gold and orange covering the walls, some with a strange symbol on them—a large circle held against the chest of a huge man. The man, however, was no man at all, but a titan, holding a moon that was in fact Saturn’s largest satellite, the one that Earth was working to terraform.
And that told her where she was.
Everyone knew about the cults of the space stations. While most of the inhabitants up here believed in the old God, or that science and a likely chance of alien life meant there were no actual gods, certain groups had found odd beliefs in Earth’s expansion to terraforming. One group focused on Mars, another on Titan. This was the latter, and they called themselves the Titanians, worshipers of what they believed were the old Greek titans, who they had—illogically, as far as Alice was concerned—linked to the moon Titan. Sure, the scientist John Herschel had named it so, based on the Greek myth, but he hadn’t actually believed there to be a connection.
This group actually believed that, through the terraforming process, they would uncover the titans. That the titans had made this their resting place, and those who woke them up would side with them to take down the gods.
Basically, the Titanians would work with the actual titans of mythology to destroy the humans, which they saw as modern representation of the gods.
It was all Alice could do not to roll her eyes here. She took a deep breath, eyeing Intrepid warily, and hoping to all that was holy that he wasn’t secretly one of these freaks.
He noticed, allowed a hint of a smile, and gave an almost imperceptive shake of his head.
“What’s the meaning of this?” the woman asked, stepping closer.
“Laverna is in need of help,” Intrepid replied. “It’s good to see you, Yerbuna.”
Alice squinted, trying to recall who he could be referring to when he said ‘Laverna.’ No, not who, what. She remembered now where she had heard the name—an up and coming sub-group, one of those in the thieves’ guild. There were many, but this one had stood out to her upon hearing of it because of their stress on the body without a head. No leader.
Was this the group Intrepid had been spending time with? Why?
He purposefully avoided her glare, waiting on the old woman.
Finally, Yerbuna nodded, gestured for them to follow, and led them through another curtain. It was quite possible that there were numerous doors or hallways behind those curtains. An odd place, for sure.
This hallway also glowed orange, images soldered into the metal. Ancient battles, titans fighting the gods, and on the ceiling, the planet itself—illuminated as if blessed or magical.
Yup, these people were loonies.
Alice did her best to not gawk or laugh, which wasn’t too hard considering how amazed she was. To see the cult up close like this was a totally different feeling than simply hearing about them in all of the briefings when she’d been with New Origins.
Now that she thought about it, though, wasn’t New Origins in its own way a cult? They brought people up here with promises of a life beyond the Solar system. Hiring miners and space station employees, even the military that her husband had been brought into, all based on the hope that they would be on the cutting edge of alien discovery.
So far, that had proved a lie, and Alice wasn’t the only one having doubts about the whole scenario. The only reason to believe lately was a rumor of something found during the early stages of terraforming Mars. Many had argued against making a move on that planet to begin with, saying that it was too much work, that Titan made more sense, or simply favoring expanding the space stations for longer livability. But the U.S. wasn’t in charge anymore—not fully, anyway—and other superpowers had insisted on working Mars in parallel with Titan. The argument was that maybe one would be finished before the other, so colonization wouldn’t have to be delayed any longer than necessary.
And now these rumors gave the other superpowers even more reason to insist on Mars for further development. They said there was ancient architecture buried deep. That it had been uncovered, but the workers were waiting on scientists to arrive before complete information was made public.
For now, Alice had to assume it was all rumors put in place by either New Origins to keep morale high, or the Marsophiles to promote their agenda.
Yerbuna paused at the end of the hallway and turned a wheel. Not the high tech sliding doors Alice was used to up here, this one reminded her more of the old museums of water ships she had seen on Earth. There weren’t many left, but her husband’s status with the Marines had granted her access to the museum just outside of DC.
The heavy door started to open, and Intrepid stepped forward to help Yerbuna with it.
On the other side, they found themselves in what at first appeared to be a bar or a lounge. Yerbuna led them to a table surrounded by a toshok, thick, Central Asian blankets for sitting on. Alice lowered herself to a cross-legged sitting position, ignoring the eyes from others in the room on her, the teen, and Intrepid. They all wore orange robes over their everyday clothing. Robes that would only be acceptable in dens like this, as the New Origins military discouraged such displays as being gang or guild related.
In their minds, anything other than the system they worked to put in place was wrong, a threat to society.
This particular toshok was black with red and purple floral designs. Standard fare for a place such as this, though expensive. When she was handed tea, she glanced around and realized this was a chai-hana, or teahouse. They had been popularized back on Earth, especially in liberal states such as California and Washington. States that didn’t protest the rise of Central Asia, or many of the other changes in political power of the last fifty or so years.
“We don’t have time for this,” Alice hissed at Intrepid.
He had the teen boy at his side, and looked relieved that the boy seemed back to normal now. “I agree, but… we might not have a choice.”
At that moment, a man with long orange robes and a matching square hat approached. He whispered into Yerbuna’s ear, and then walked back to the area that Alice guessed was the kitchen.
“He says the soldiers are out there,” Yerbuna said, “fighting with a group led by the one they call the Heel. That’s what our scouts are seeing. I’m going to guess you all aren’t affiliated with either party, because if you say otherwise, you’re out of here.”
“As I said…” Intrepid started.
Yerbuna held up her hands. “Yes. I heard you. And based on that, you have our protection. I must be sure, of course.”
Intrepid held out his left forearm and pulled back his sleeve. Fresh on his skin was ink of a simple vase at an angle to pour. Symbolic of the goddess for which his group was named, Alice knew. The fact that he already had the tattoo made Alice clench her teeth as she fought back the urge to throttle him. How long had he been going behind her back?
Could he have been the one that had betrayed her team, leading to their current predicament?
The thought came and went as she dismissed it, remembering that it had been his group that had been attacked, his brother killed. Of course he wasn’t the traitor, but that didn’t mean he hadn’t been plotting something behind her back. At some point, she’d have her answers from him.
With a nod from Yerbuna, Alice placed her hand on the tattoo in a sign of respect, then sat with them. Yerbuna’s sideways glance at Alice didn’t go unnoticed. No offering of her own symbol, since she didn’t have one, meant that Alice was likely not affiliated with a religion.
Indeed, that was the next question out of the woman’s mouth.
“And you’re with them too?” Yerbuna asked, eyes darting to Alice’s forearm.
There was no question Intrepid wanted her to lie, to say she was. But that wasn’t her style. Instead, Alice rolled up her sleeves, revealing bare forearms.
“I see.” Yerbuna’s eyes narrowed. Nothing abnormal there—the non religs—what everyone called those without a religion, were quick enough to pass judgment on those with religion, so why not the other way around?
All sides had their own rationalization, in a sense. The non religs stuck to their science, their focus on space and discovering life. Then there were the old ways, those who held a belief in a single God, such as Christianity and the others from its time.
They all had their own groups of fundamentalists, the non religs included. And as far as Alice was concerned, none of that had any place in her search for answers. Hell, she didn’t know what to believe, but she sure as hell didn’t believe in a war between the titans and ancient Greek gods coming around anytime soon.
What she did believe was that one of her team needed help, that a very powerful corporation wasn’t giving her the answers she deserved, and that something fishy had just happened out there with that soldier… something unsettling.
“She’s with me,” Intrepid emphasized. “Leave it at that. Please.”
The woman sighed, wrinkles around her eyes stretching, and then nodded. “It’s okay, really. But only because I believe I know who you are. Or rather… were.”
Alice’s heart skipped a beat and she nearly stood, but caught herself. Instead she leaned in, focusing on keeping her voice calm. “Nobody knows who I am. I’m dead.”
“Sure you are, honey.” Yerbuna leaned back, fingers steepled under her chin, and then smiled. “Or should I say—”
“Stop,” Alice interrupted, eyes darting around the table, then the room. If anyone here happened to be with New Origins and realized who she was, there might be trouble. When she’d gone rogue, she’d faked her own death. People had come for her, so that made it easy. A simple explosion that took them out, after she’d accessed their equipment and reported to whoever they answered to that they’d taken care of her.
New Origins was led to believe she had been sent out through an airlock. The rest of it, she figured, they would attribute to traps she would have laid. They knew her, and what she was capable of. It would be an easy connection to make.
It was the only way she had to gain access to the people she needed. The only way to fake her new identity and operate without leaving plain trails.
And yet, somehow, this woman knew. Or claimed to know.
“What’s she talking about?” Intrepid finally broke the silence, glancing between the two women.
“We all have our secrets,” Alice replied, her voice firm. “Mine aren’t as recent as yours.”
Intrepid nodded at that. He could let it slide, for now. Alice had no doubts he would come back and snoop into her past the first chance he got.
But if this woman knew, that meant she was suddenly much more interesting than she had been a minute before.
“The past can wait,” Yerbuna said, nodding. “It’s not going anywhere. For now, tell me… What happened?”
“They found us,” Intrepid said. “I don’t know how, but—”
“We were made,” Alice replied. “A sandpit.”
“No.” Intrepid shook his head, emphasizing the point. “No way in hell. Swinger’s the best door man there is. And Scorpio, you know his skills are solid.”
“Whatever happened,” Alice leaned back, trying to really make sense of it finally, “they definitely set a trap. Must’ve found someone as good as me, or…”
“An insider,” Yerbuna said, hands now rubbing together, nervously. “Your team is compromised. You have PD soldiers crawling around this place looking for you, and you’re hiding out here with me at the moment. Please, tell me you have a plan.”
Intrepid and Alice shared a concerned moment, then Alice spoke up.
“We form a new team.”
“What?” the other two said in unison.
“They have Scorpio,” Alice pointed out.
“They’re a corrupt organization intent on taking advantage of the working class,” Yerbuna said. “They also run this whole station. What can we do against them?”
“Show them they aren’t gods,” Alice spat out, instantly regretting it. She stared forward, refusing to show any weakness. The underlying meaning in what she said, as further evidenced by her tone, was that there were no gods.
More eyes turned their way, Yerbuna chewing on her lip as she was clearly restraining herself.
“You’re not our ally,” the woman finally said, voice low. “Not in anything but this. You want to lay low while the fighting is going on out there? Be our guest. You want to form a team to hit them where it hurts? We’d like to help.”
Alice wasn’t expecting that, but judging by what this lady claimed to know, she had no doubt the help would be welcome and useful.
They would get their team. They would save Scorpio, if it wasn’t too late. At the forefront of Alice’s mind, however, were the answers she was going to find once they made it into the building.
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STEALTH: LOWER CHAMBERS - THE HEEL’S LAIR
Pete led the way, grumbling and turning back occasionally to glare at Stealth, but Bloodhound wasn’t being so subtle.
“Dammit, what happened back there?” He shoved Stealth for the fifth time, and now Stealth turned, shoving him back.
“I froze! Okay? I don’t know how to explain it, but…” He searched for the words, about to finish the sentence when the butt of Bloodhound’s rifle slammed into his gut. Normally the body armor would’ve been protection, but with Bloodhound’s enhancements and added strength from the exoskeleton, it was like a battering ram slamming into him.
Stealth was knocked against the wall, then fell to his knees.
“Hey, hey!” Pete was there, holding Bloodhound back. “What the hell do you think Nightshade will do if she finds us like this?”
“Any worse than she’ll do when she finds out we failed?” Bloodhound replied, still glaring at Stealth.
“Maybe, maybe not,” Pete replied. “But if the enemy escaped, that means we’re not the only team that failed tonight. Hell, even she—”
“Definitely don’t let her hear you saying that.”
“I didn’t even say it.”
Bloodhound nodded. “Exactly. Point is, Piss for Brains over here can’t stay focused for two seconds with the ‘here.’” He put a finger in Stealth’s face. “I’m going to make sure your ass is grass, you hear me?”
“I knew her…” Stealth coughed, pushing himself up.
Pete and Bloodhound shared a look, then Pete shook his head. “What are you talking about, you knew her? We’re on a space station. There are likely a lot of people you know. That doesn’t mean you can fail in your duties.”
“No, I mean… from before.”
A new emotion showed in the eyes of the other two, and Pete raised his faceplate to have a good look at Stealth.
“Listen here,” Pete said in a hiss, “that’s bull. You don’t know anyone from before. No way.”
“Even you guys?” Stealth asked.
“Even us what?”
Stealth shook his head, pulling back his faceplate now, too. He rubbed his temples. A throbbing pain was coursing through his skull.
“I’d talked to Red about it, before… before they got him. He was blotchy too, in his memories. We figured it had something to do with the drugs, the tests….”
“You figured right,” Bloodhound said. “That doesn’t mean we’re going to go around jeopardizing the mission, or asking questions we shouldn’t be.”
“So you’re telling me you don’t want to know?”
“You do?”
Stealth stared, blinked, then looked away. “Lately, I’m not only thinking I want to know… I need to know.”
When he looked up again, the other two were staring at him like he was some sort of freak. To think that they had the same issues but didn’t care… it made no sense! But before he could say another word, talking and footsteps sounded close by. Likely the rest of the team they were to rendezvous with.
The others turned the corner, and Stealth saw that he’d been wrong on that—not the rest of the team at all. Instead it was a team of three men and two women, one of them large and unmistakably the one everyone referred to as the Heel. She worked for Veles in one of the most disruptive groups on the station, distinguished by the three black tattoo lines across their left temples.
It was religious, they claimed, so they were protected. That protection didn’t mean a damn thing when the Heel had a rifle aimed at your heart, however.
Pete and Bloodhound were already diving for cover, but Stealth took a knee and let loose a barrage of bullets. He took down the closest two with shots to their exposed necks, a third bullet drawing blood from the Heel’s thigh. His last shot missed, but he was already rolling to his right to get back around the corner and join Pete. Bloodhound was on the other side, so that they were in the upper portion of the T of the hallway.
“This isn’t good,” Pete was mumbling to himself, while Stealth waited for a barrage of return fire to pause.
“You think?” Stealth shouted in response.
Pete blinked, pulled himself together, and said, “If they’re at the rendezvous…”
“They might’ve already taken out the rest of our team.” Stealth finished the sentence. “Damn.”
Bloodhound roared from the other side, motioned for them to move, and then charged out. He apparently had more faith in his armor than Stealth did, but no way was that guy going to get all the glory. Pete and Stealth charged out too, firing as they went.
To Stealth’s right, Pete took out two rods from the back of his belt and slammed them onto the ground. Each stuck with magnetic suction, then extended. A green field of energy flickered to life between them, bullets vanishing in the shield. He ducked behind and waved Stealth over, but Bloodhound was too into the battle. The crazy bastard had run on, and now leaped off of the wall even as bullets came his way. He shot one soldier in the head, then turned with a punch in mid-air that ignited a flamethrower at his wrist. The burst caught the Heel, and would have done her in if she hadn’t already been dodging out of the way. Only the back of her black jacket caught fire for a moment, while she turned and brought out a small mine that she slapped to the wall before ducking out of view.
“Oh, shi—” Bloodhound started, backpedaling, but too late.
KA-BOOM! The explosion sent debris into the shield, throwing Bloodhound up and over their heads to slam into the far wall.
No ringing of the ears, thanks to the shield and their helmets, but Stealth was still pretty rocked by having witnessed that. Never one for letting a bit of shock get the best of him, he was up a moment later, ready to return the favor.
He decided to play it smart, though, and first used the cover of the shield to return fire, then ran and pushed off the walls like Tropical had shown him earlier. Here there weren’t pillars he needed to land on, but there was a needed element of surprise.
Darting out from behind cover while nobody was there to watch, he leaped and kicked off from the closest wall. He threw a flash bang against the other side so that it hit and then bounced into the hall.
It went off and several curses sounded, then he had landed and was charging in, shooting at anything that moved. One enemy fell, then another. Even as he was firing, more came charging around the corner with makeshift riot shields. He had to laugh—you put some engineers in a gang, they’ll find unique ways for that gang to use recycled steel.
Pete came up behind him, providing more fire. Seeing the shields come at them, though, Stealth realized they needed their own shield here. He turned, looking for it, when Pete saw what he was doing and said, “Here, plant one!”
He tossed one of the poles from earlier to Stealth, and together they slammed them into the ground. In the nick of time too, because bullets began raining down on them.
“The shield won’t hold forever,” Pete said. “How many more grenades you got?”
He checked and came out with two.
“Lob ‘em,” Pete said, holding up a disc-shaped weapon, which he prepared to throw as he said, “Now!”
They did, and then the enemy converged on the explosives. Their shields contained the first, but not the second. A blast went off, then smoke filled the chamber.
“Masks,” Pete said, hitting a button at the side of his helmet that triggered the sides to unfold and cover his nose and mouth. He pushed the mouth portion in, took a breath, and then hit the button for Stealth, apparently remembering it was his first time with this kind of helmet.
Stealth pressed as he’d been shown with gas masks, breathing out at the same time to clear the mask, and then he was ready again.
The enemy was either down or fleeing now, and the two gave chase.
“Save some for me, boys,” a voice cut through the chaos via their helmet comms. Then Bloodhound came charging in, knives in his hands. Stealth stared, amazed at the way these Taipan soldiers’ healing abilities excelled even beyond what he was used to with Project Destiny. Bloodhound was tearing up the enemy as he put on his thrusters, throwing himself at them.
He locked one in combat, then sliced his neck open and moved on to face two at once. Again there was a struggle, but the enemy soldiers were coughing heavily from the gas, and their wild strikes showed that they couldn’t see. He took them down while Pete and Stealth dealt with a couple more.
A large man came at Bloodhound, swatting the knives away. With a massive kick, he sent Bloodhound backwards and then leaped on him, tearing off his helmet and slamming him in the face with it.
Stealth had to pull back at that, the sight hitting him in the nerves. Nobody could rip a helmet off like that. And yet, he’d just seen it done.
Pete had his rifle up and took aim, but the monster grabbed two of the shields and charged. Bullets pinged off, and a moment later the giant was slamming Pete with one shield to knock the rifle out of his hands. He used the other shield to slam Pete into the wall, the impact dropping Pete instantly.
Stealth ran through ideas for what else his enhancements could do, but highly doubted whether this man didn’t have his own share.
No time to think now, he realized, as he saw the giant charging him, the Heel behind preparing to fire if her giant failed. Instead of trying to match the man with strength, Stealth fell back to what he’d learned in the Marines. Always take the hill.
He charged back, but at the last minute rolled to his left and came up with rifle at the ready, filling the giant’s right oblique with holes. Roars filled the hallway as the man collapsed to one knee, holding his side. He’d be back, Stealth imagined, but right now he had the Heel to deal with.
They both opened fire at once, each dodging to avoid being hit. His rounds tore through the other troops, some of them already lying there, dead, while her wild shots finished off the giant.
When Stealth looked up again, ready for anything, he saw the one thing he wasn’t ready for. She wasn’t there.
The Heel was actually on the run!
Stealth didn’t waste any time. He pounced up and gave chase, pausing only long enough to check the corner for more mines or any of the enemy waiting to blow his head off. Neither were visible, only the flap of the Heel’s jacket as she disappeared around the corner ahead.
“Halt!” he shouted, knowing it wouldn’t do any good, but feeling like something ought to be called out as he unleashed more rounds. They all missed, and he was after her again. But as soon as he hit the far side of the hall, another explosion sounded from behind. The walls rumbled, followed by yet another explosion.
Dammit, if these fights continued like this, the whole station might implode, leaving them to float off into space.
He didn’t want to give up the chase for the Heel, but he’d already left his teammates in bad shape, and now there were the explosions to contend with as well. Cursing the whole way, he sprinted back. Sure enough, the hallway where the shootout had gone down was falling in around Pete and Bloodhound. Pete had managed to grab his buddy and was working to pull him free from the debris, but a bit of wiring was hanging down, sparking. If that hit them, it could mean lights out.
“Hang tight,” Stealth said, working his way through the debris. He was keenly aware that the Heel or more of their gang could return at any moment, so kept his defenses up as best he could.
“AHHHGGH!” Bloodhound shouted, then slammed his fist against the floor. One of his legs was stuck, and when Pete pulled, it wasn’t doing any good for the pain.
“I got you,” Stealth said, leaping over a fallen beam and then crouching. He relied on his strength and the support of the exoskeleton, bracing himself against the section of the wall and ceiling that were on his teammate, and then pushed. “NOW!”
Pete pulled, and together they freed Bloodhound. The thought of making a comment about rescuing a dog came into Stealth’s mind, but he decided this wasn’t the place for it.
Bloodhound tried to stand but collapsed, Stealth catching him under the shoulder. For a minute the guy looked like he was going to push him off, then nodded his appreciation.
“Let’s get you out of here,” Stealth said, glancing over his shoulder one more time to ensure they were safe. That’s when he saw her—the woman in black and purple, her helmet’s purple visor giving her a robotic appearance like something out of a video game.
Nightshade.
There were more soldiers around too, he saw now. They moved out of the shadows as she moved toward them. Two worked to secure the wiring, the others clearing a path for Stealth.
“You’re the new guy?” Nightshade asked.
Stealth nodded, tried to stand at attention, but then remembered he was supporting Bloodhound. “Yes, sir.”
She gestured and one of her guys took his spot. “They’ll get Bloodhound and Pete back to sick bay, good as new in no time. The Heel was here?”
He nodded.
“Come with me.” She started walking, three of her soldiers breaking off to help with the two wounded, while a couple more followed behind Stealth. “How long ago did you see her?”
“Not long at all.”
“How long?” Her voice was losing patience.
“Maybe a minute, tops.”
She processed this, paused, and then took off running as she shouted, “Then what the hell are we all waiting around for?”
The others were at his side, all moving with incredible speed. It wasn’t like moving with the other soldiers he had worked with. These were the elites, the Taipans, and he saw now more than ever how much their name fit. While he was struggling to keep up, they moved like one body, a snake striking out fast toward its target.
If the Heel managed to live past that night, he was certain it would be only because of sheer luck.
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ALICE: TITANIAN HIDEOUT
Yerbuna had taken Alice back to the chai-hana, with its noise-cancellation systems. A gentle music carried in the air, interrupted only by the low hum of conversation and the clatter of eating. Men and women were seated about the edge of the room, and at least a couple had the posture and awareness of guards.
At a short table, the older women gestured for them to sit on the toshok. Alice reached out to take her cup and be polite, but Yerbuna held up a hand to stop her.
“It’s much too hot at the moment,” the old woman said. “Talk first, then drink.”
Intrepid gave her an amused glance, as if everyone should know that.
“Right,” Alice replied, leaning back so that she could rest her hands on the toshok. Sitting cross-legged like this for too long wasn’t her norm and it felt uncomfortable. “You want to help, how?”
“To the point. Good.” Yerbuna leaned forward. “You said so yourself… you need a new team.”
“And maybe you know too much?”
“Alice....” Intrepid gave her a stern look, then turned back to Yerbuna. “We have to take stock, see who wasn’t made. But yes, at least one of the team is out.”
Yerbuna glanced at Alice, curiously. So, she didn’t have all of the answers, at least.
“Scorpio,” Alice said. “He was our data hunter.”
“We can find one of those, I’m sure,” Yerbuna said, glancing at the teen, then back to Intrepid and then, finally, to Alice. “And your roles?”
“I led the team,” Alice said, “but my specialty was generalist and setting up the covert attack infrastructure. It’s where I got my start, after all. Intrepid here’s in charge of post-exploitation intel analysis.”
“And…?” Yerbuna nodded to the boy.
“He’s not part of it.”
“I can be,” the boy said.
Alice was about to protest, when Intrepid cleared his throat.
“What, you think he should be involved?” Alice asked in shock. “After what just happened to…?”
“My brother?” Intrepid grunted, eyes narrowing. “You can say it. As much as it pissed me off, as much as I’ll grieve tonight, the point is this needs to be done. Now more than ever.”
“I’m good at getting into tight spaces,” the boy said. “Most of my guild is.”
“Wonderful,” Alice said with a roll of her eyes.
“Don’t underestimate the youth,” Yerbuna said, but she was already moving on. “So you have a social engineer, if we find your other teammates. And a physical guy. Great, but there’s a reason you failed in your last attempt.”
“We got through, we didn’t fail,” Alice protested.
“And then you were made, and people may or may not be dead because you allowed yourselves to be lured into a trap. You do realize that’s what it was, right? They used those soldiers as bait, got you right where they wanted you.”
“Yet, we’re here, planning our next attack,” Alice replied. “What’s your point?”
“My point is they have someone good. Maybe better than you. This might not be an outside job.”
“You… want to get inside Project Destiny?” Alice glanced over at Intrepid, whose normally stern face looked as uneasy as hers. “We play the waiting game, we get in where we can. Infiltrating PD… that’s dancing in the flames.”
“Maybe.” Yerbuna leaned in, hand on her teacup, and smiled. “We try it your way for now. We’ll help you, as I said. Find out who from your team is left alive, then come back here to finalize the new team. Agreed?”
“Agreed.”
Intrepid leaned forward, asking the woman about Titan and their religion, apparently quite fascinated. Alice was glad to see Yerbuna starting to sip her tea. Good, Alice’s throat was parched.
She pulled the teacup up to her mouth, stopping with it inches away, staring into the swirling steam as it rose up around her face, warming her chin ever so slightly.
Back home, nobody had drunk tea that she knew of. It was a relic, a memento of the past, and of countries she hadn’t had the opportunity to visit. Every morning, she had woken up to a fresh cup of coffee, Marick on the balcony of his thirty-third floor apartment. Even though they hadn’t yet married at the time, she practically lived there. She would join him, sometimes standing, sometimes sitting, but always clasping hands and drinking their coffee together as they watched the sunrise. It had been magical, oranges and reds carried in like a warm blanket to cover the endless stretches of apartments and other buildings.
She still remembered that day she’d stepped out and he wasn’t there, but was instead at the coffee maker, the coffee still in the pot. Even as she had approached, he stood unmoving, staring at his screen until she started to worry something was wrong.
When he’d turned to her with a smile and laughed, then ran to her and lifted her up in his arms, the worry was gone.
“I’ve been accepted!” he had whispered when he finally sat her down, as if the words had been too sacred to say out loud. “Project Destiny, they want me. Me! Can you believe it?”
She had replied that of course she could, and of course they wanted him. He was the perfect soldier.
“Marine,” he corrected her, then winced. “Well, soon to be perfect soldier too, I guess. It’s all so confusing, corporations with their own militaries.”
“That’s the new world,” she had replied. “That’s your new world.”
“Our,” he had corrected her.
“Oh, you’re taking me up with you then, are you?” she had asked with a laugh.
“If… if you’ll have me.” He ran to the other room, giddy, then came back and slid to her across the kitchen linoleum, ring in hand. “I was saving this. Didn’t think it would be like this, but—it is—and no more waiting. No more.”
Of course, she had said yes, and they’d even arranged to have a priest marry them the day before he shipped off. She would never forget the sunset that evening as she said, “I do.” And then he had kissed her and made it official. She would follow a month later, when New Origins promised they could transfer her to accompany him.
Taking a sip of tea now, she closed her eyes, embracing the warmth in her mouth and the fresh, fruitiness of it. Oranges and berries, she guessed. Focusing on it was all she could do to try and push away the memory of that day when they had come for her. She had thought they were coming to pick her up so that she could join him up on Space Station Horus, but instead they had brought news of his death.
When she demanded details, answers, she got zilch.
Another sip… pushing the memory away, and yet, embracing it. That was what gave her strength after all, strength enough to see this through. She would never believe her Marick was gone. How could one accept the loss of their one true love?
She demanded answers. The truth. And if he was indeed gone? Justice.
When she realized the others were still going on, not paying any attention to her, she was glad. She politely excused herself and made for the bathroom. She lingered there, hands on the sink counter, staring at herself. Would he recognize her if he saw her today? She’d made sure to change her hair—now short and brown, unlike the almost blonde it had been before. She added a line of fake freckles across her nose each day, put in contacts to make her eyes brown.
Was she paranoid? Maybe… but there were others up here who had served with Marick, others she didn’t know if she could trust. She couldn’t have them pointing her out and blowing her cover.
Sometimes she preferred the excitement of the teamwork, the thrill of the action. It took her away from moments like this.
Her finger reached up, touching the mirror as if he might be there, looking back at her. He had the brown hair and eyes, after all. The thin line of freckles, though he would deny it. She laughed, biting her lip and trying not to think about the feel of his cheek against hers, his lips, so firm when he’d press against her for a kiss, or the way he would run his hand up her lower back, pulling her in tight.
All of that would come, she told herself. When she found him.
“There you are,” Yerbuna said, and Alice spun to see the older woman holding the door open. “Something’s happening. You might want to hear this.”
“What?” She followed Yerbuna out into the main floor of the hideout, where a man not wearing the orange robes was talking excitedly to a circle around him. When she drew close, she was able to make out most of what he was saying.
“That’s right, the Heel!” he said, earning gasps. “I was sure of it, and I think I saw Nightshade among the attackers.”
“What happened?” someone called out, and Alice was glad they did.
“They’ve cornered the Heel,” the man explained. “It’s going down, and we have a prime viewing booth.”
Everyone looked at each other, then started shouting for him to lead the way.
“Okay, okay, keep your pants on.” He waved them on, and everyone started following.
“We’re going?” Alice asked.
Yerbuna laughed. “You can be damn sure that, however this plays out, it’ll have ramifications for all of us. Means yes.”
With that they followed the rest, eager to see part of the real action.
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STEALTH: ENGINEERING
When they had emerged into Engineering and found the Heel cornered, the first thought through Stealth’s mind was that there couldn’t have been a worse place for this. One wrong shot could totally destroy the infrastructure here. His second thought was that there could be worse spots, such as at the observatory or any outer areas where explosions could lead to them all getting sucked out into space.
All of the people starting to gather on the upper levels weren’t helping the situation. Innocents could get shot, while enemies could be among them,
“Right then,” Nightshade said, her voice coming out with a slight echo through her helmet. “Ready for your initiation?”
Stealth glanced over, steeling his nerves, and nodded.
“Good. Team, we’re going silent on this one.” She slung her rifle over her back, where it stuck with a magnetic pull so that it wouldn’t shift during movement. “Get around them if possible. Avoid destroying the station. If you’re going to die, you can shoot. Otherwise…” She pulled out two extendable batons, twirling them and smiling.
The others did likewise, then headed out. Nightshade nodded for Stealth to stick with her, and the two started moving around the large metallic drums and machinery. People above began catcalling, booing, and Nightshade made a motion to one of the other soldiers. The soldier instantly turned back, then ran and used her boosters to reach the next ledge.
“Attacking civilians?” Stealth asked in shock.
“Shutting them up, keeping an eye on them.” Nightshade continued on, then saw movement and darted forward while shouting, “Do try and keep up.”
Stealth was with her a moment later, arriving as a man came at her from the side with a pistol. To her credit, her attacks weren’t focused on her safety, but on keeping the attacker’s shots away from anything that could blow, as well as the civilians above. For all the stories he had heard that made her seem like the devil incarnate, she was starting to give him another impression entirely.
He was so impressed, he nearly missed the second and third attackers that came from his right. A last-minute reaction gave him enough time to dive and pull Nightshade out of the way, a bullet hitting the pipes beyond and sending steam out. That couldn’t be good, he thought, already up and using his thrusters to charge the attacker before another shot could go off.
His batons hit the first one and sent a shock through the guy that left him crumpled on the floor. Nightshade had flung the other attacker at the third, so that the two went flying back and slammed into the wall.
She was with them a moment later, delivering two quick blows, and then turned for more action. As strong as the Heel and the other members of Os Dragoes were, they didn’t have the equipment, nor enhancements, of the Taipans. It wasn’t surprising, then, that he saw the Heel making a run for it.
“There,” he said, pointing with his baton, already taking off. A warning sign showed in his helmet, though, and he saw several red dots appear ahead on each side. He almost wanted to write them off as more hacker interference, as now he wasn’t sure how much to trust his tech. Then again, it made a lot of sense for this to be an ambush. Everything he’d heard about the Heel said she didn’t run. Or never had before, anyway. He doubted whether she had ever gone up against Nightshade before.
He decided to play it safe and, at the last minute, dodged left around one of the tall cylinders. A click sounded and a hand-held flamethrower went off where he would have been, but he was fast and was already moving around to the other side, catching three attackers exactly where his HUD had said they would be.
Heart thudding, Stealth didn’t hesitate in his assault. The first man fell without a sound, the second stumbling into the third before an attack from Stealth took him out. The third turned, hand raised as he prepared another spout of flame, but Nightshade came through, slamming her batons with a double crack that split the man’s head open.
A woman behind Nightshade came at her. As Nightshade turned to block, the Heel came crashing down on her, knocking the batons aside and raising a hammershot-clad fist. The contraption was so named because it fit on the wrist and provided an extra thrust to one’s punch, giving them enough power to knock down a door or wall, like a battering ram.
One hit from that would likely break through Nightshade’s mask, possibly even cave in her armor. Stealth wasn’t sure if they had ever tested it, but didn’t want that day to be today. He thrust out with one of his own hand flamers, igniting half of the Heel’s face. At the same time, Nightshade pushed with her exoskeleton and thrusters, so that she spun up and landed on her feet while a burning Heel went flying past them, right for the steam.
No, not steam, Stealth realized as he watched the flames on the Heel explode, engulfing her in a massive fireball. Gas!
“Everyone down!” he shouted as the flames followed the gas back. Two more of the Taipan soldiers were there a split-second later, helping him and Nightshade to fling themselves out of the way. With a massive kaboom, Engineering was in flames.
They scattered, moving for cover into one of the halls outside the main room as more of the Os Dragoes screamed, covered in flames. The civilians above shrieked and ran for their lives.
“All hands, all hands!” Nightshade was calling into her comms. “Response team needed in Engineering, on the double!”
A sticky grenade hit the wall nearby, and Nightshade stopped what she was doing to pull out her shield baton, a modified version that folded out into a small dome when she pressed a button on the side. She slammed it down onto the sticky grenade, so that the edge of the circle connected with the wall and secured itself.
Smoke filled the bubble and then faded out, the only sound a clang of metal, as the wall burst out the other side.
“Remind me to put in for a few of those,” Stealth said with awe.
“You were impressed by that?” Nightshade asked, turning to see where the attack had come from. “You’re going to have a blast with us, kid.” Two figures darted past, and she pointed after them as a burst of shots came through an opening between levels of the halls. “Go after those two. I’ll take care of the shooter.”
Stealth didn’t need to reply, he just took off running. Figuring it was fine to use the rifle in the halls, he held it at the ready as he turned the first corner. A shot rang out and pelted his shoulder armor, but didn’t faze him. He returned two shots, taking down the shooter, and then turned on the next man, who held his hands up, then smiled.
That threw him for a loop, confusing him enough to stall, and then—WOOMP! One of those damn wrist battering rams had hit him upside the head and, sure enough, the faceplate split off, clinking across the floor and breaking in two.
Ringing filled his ears and a sense of vertigo came over him. Through the red spots he was seeing, he was able to make out the second strike coming. He threw himself to the floor and into his attacker, taking him down and then rolling to slam an elbow into his crotch. Not his, apparently. Hers. Even through the armor, that much was clear.
Still, she groaned in pain. He grabbed her up by the throat, eyes darting between her and the man behind her, who seemed unsure what the next move should be.
“You,” the man said, taking a step closer. Something about him was familiar, though Stealth couldn’t place it. Asian, likely Korean, he thought.
“Don’t try head games with me,” Stealth shot back, squeezing tighter on the woman’s throat. She was strong, though petite, with dark eyes to match her dark hair.
“No, it’s not that. Holy… you seeing this? We knew this guy, right?”
The woman’s eyes went from worried to surprised with recognition, then worried again. She tried to speak, but Stealth’s hand on her throat wasn’t allowing it. Normally, Stealth would’ve just taken them in, ignored what they were saying, but his mind had already been working double-time on his whole lost memory issue. Now these two were playing right into that.
“What do you mean, knew?” Stealth released his grip on the woman, eyeing her for the answer.
She coughed, then rubbed her throat as she said, “I didn’t know your name, but I recognize you. Same platoon, though you were much more senior.”
“Hot damn, that’s it!” The man stepped forward.
“Stop right there,” Stealth warned.
“You’re that far gone, huh?” The man shook his head, looking more let down than anything else. “Listen, we get it. You’re looking for answers, so were we. That’s why we left.”
Stealth released the woman, taking a step back. “How… exactly did you say you knew me?”
“When you were in the Marines, I’m telling you,” the woman said. “I was a private in the platoon, but kinda had a crush on you. Oh, shut up,” she said to the guy when he looked at her, hurt. “You were my first Marine Corps bang, it’s just he was the Staff Sergeant, you know? The big, hot guy in charge. Or at least, in the chain. I wouldn’t forget that face.”
More shots went off behind them, then one single shot and silence.
“Maybe that’s why I remember him too,” the man said. “Not because I had a crush, not at all, but… jealousy.”
“You got nothing to be jealous of,” the woman said, stepping back and taking the man’s hand. She turned back to Stealth. “We—we didn’t know it was you, you know, until that faceplate came off. You want answers, you want to know why your memory is partially missing and leave this behind, then come find us.”
Stealth found himself lowering his rifle as he licked his lips, shifting back and forth. He gave them a nod, and simply stood there as they dashed off.
Well, that was the weirdest thing Stealth could ever remember happening. But that was just it, wasn’t it? He’d probably been through all manner of weird situations, but he couldn’t remember any of them. Footsteps sounded behind him, and he knew it was Nightshade or someone else from his team. But he stood there, debating. Would he try to pursue those two, get some answers? Even if he wanted to, he wouldn’t know where to begin.
Maybe that wasn’t entirely true. They were with Os Dragoes. That meant all he had to do was find their hideout and make it known why he was there. Since that would be to basically betray the Taipans, thereby signing his own death warrant, he didn’t see that happening anytime soon.
“Nice work,” Nightshade said, placing a hand on his shoulder as she came up behind him.
“Huh?” He glanced back, then to the corpse of the man he had shot. “Oh yes. Here to do my part.”
She nodded, then gestured over her shoulder and he turned to follow. They both froze.
A form stood at the end of the hall. The Heel looked more terrifying than ever with her skin smoking and blistered, but she grunted in pain as a fresh group of her followers wrapped her in a blanket and then pulled her out of there. More appeared, firing down the hall and then joining in the retreat, two of them slamming down poles that created a force field behind them.
It wasn’t to stop the shots, but to stop them from being followed.
Stealth unslung his rifle and opened up on the posts to take it down, but Nightshade held out a hand and commanded, “Cease fire!”
“We’re not going after them?” Stealth asked.
“They’ll be gone before we make it past. Probably already are. We have to get this situation under control.” She glanced back to where two of her soldiers were escorting a man with scraggly white hair. He had a busted lip and brow, blood dripping down his face, but his eyes were filled with strength and hatred. “Besides, we’ve just captured Veles.”
“Veles! You mean…?”
“The leader of Os Dragoes himself,” she said with a grin. “Meaning the Heel will come to us, if she survives this day.”
Stealth eyed this man he’d heard so much about. The leader of Os Dragoes, at least that’s what the stories said. If that were true, the Taipans had just captured one of the biggest criminal minds on this station, and just made themselves plenty of enemies.
It looked like his initiation with the Taipans was going to have to be fast-tracked. Some exciting days were bound to follow, and he gulped at the thought. It’s what he signed up for, sure, but then why did he have such a nauseating feeling in his gut?
He stayed alert the whole way back to the Taipan quarters, ready for an ambush, but none came. Apparently, they’d caused enough damage for one day. Good. He was looking forward to a moment’s rest, and getting to know the team. Maybe then he could figure out how he was going to get the damn answers he was starting to realize he needed if he was going to continue down this path.
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ALICE: THE RIBS
As soon as the explosion had gone off, Alice and her companions were out of there. Their target was New Origins itself, not the PD soldiers. Especially not now that she had questions about some of them, specifically about the man who had stopped at the sight of her. He knew her husband, she was sure of it.
He probably had answers, or at least knew where to start asking questions. It was even possible that she would find a sympathizer on the inside.
The others had made their way back to the Titanian hideout, but not Alice. She had decided it was past time to check in on Norwal and Swinger.
Most of the lower level miners lived on the outer rib of the space station, so she headed there. Swinger had come here as a miner, and kept up the ruse when he wasn’t joining her on hacker drills, or joining others for his own kind of drilling… not the mining kind, either. Now that he was with Norwal so often, Alice imagined that had been toned down. But with Swinger, one could never really know.
It took her a good fifteen minutes of walking briskly from Engineering, but before long she had found her way in and was passing the fake gardens that always made her smile. The miners had wanted something to perk up their lives, so New Origins had done their best to make the entrance to their quarters look like parks from Earth. The only problem was, the majority of the fake trees they were able to get their hands on via trading were old Christmas trees. Some were even red or silver. The whole effect was one of a metallic North Pole. Of course, the kids loved that, and so the miners had taken to playing it up, even decorating the trees with odds and ends, so that now it was Christmas all year round in that one spot of the space station.
How the other religious groups put up with it, Alice wasn’t sure. The best she figured was that so few people truly associated Christmas with Christianity anymore, the trees didn’t bother them. And they weren’t about to interfere in someone else’s fun.
Where the pine smell came from, though, Alice would never understand.
Soon she was moving through the hallway that led to Swinger’s room. Here the rib’s rotation was jittery, but at least it kept the gravity steady. The worst was when they had malfunctions and everyone had to strap themselves down to keep from floating away while they slept. Nothing like that had happened lately, though. Not since New Origins had purchased Project Destiny and expanded it to become the powerhouse that it was today.
The door to Swinger’s room was ajar. Never a good sign. Alice knocked, feeling hopeful, but when no response came, she nudged the door open to have a look.
No blood or bodies, either. That was good. A quick scan showed that the soldiers had likely been here, though. She walked past the bed, sheets and blankets thrown off, a desk on its side and drawer contents spilled.
Lingering, she remembered her own desk back home. The years she had spent there learning to code, studying everything she could about penetration testing and how to land a job in the industry. She had always known that it was about finding a way in, because that’s when the real education began. She networked like crazy and was willing to start anywhere, but it just so happened that she was lucky enough to land a spot with the government first. That had led to a Christmas party where she’d met Marick. Where the two… Wait a minute… Christmas. She realized something at that thought.
She had often joked about the miners’ Christmas trees, knowing it was where Swinger lived and giving him a hard time. He had once shared, after a few too many drinks, that as a child he had run away to hide in a Christmas tree farm. He said he liked the trees, and didn’t care what she said.
If he was hiding, it was entirely possible he would have counted on her remembering that. And in case she hadn’t come to that conclusion by herself, she noticed a small carving by the door—the kind done in haste when someone’s making a run for it. A trunk with four lines going across it. Nothing to most eyes, but a clear symbol of a Christmas tree to her.
Making her way back the way she had come, she ignored the old lady staring at her from one of the open doors. She understood that people brought their families here. Everyone had that right. But the elderly didn’t do well in space. What were they thinking?
A few children were playing in the trees, pulling each other on a piece of metal sheeting as if it were a sled. She wanted to warn them to be careful, to tell them that they could cut themselves on the metal, but she wasn’t their mom.
Instead, she made for the cardboard house at the back, a little shack the children had labeled Santa’s workshop. He wasn’t there—Swinger—and neither was the fat drunkard who often insisted he was Santa. Good, maybe the PD soldiers had done something right for a change and gotten rid of him.
She glanced around, wondering if she was wrong, then noticed another little scratching on the side of the shack. Again, the tree, but this time there were two smaller ones next to it. Pursing her lips in thought, she considered what this meant. Ah—the tallest tree in here, she guessed. She looked about the cluster of trees, and saw that one was indeed slightly taller than the rest, near the rear wall.
Making her way over, she noticed the old lady from before, still staring at her. Now it was getting creepy, and she had to assume that even the old lady might be a lookout for the PD soldiers. She doubled back, ducked behind another row, and then worked her way in a zigzag path to the tall tree.
Maybe she was being paranoid, but she had learned in her line of work that wasn’t really a thing. You were smart, or not. Nothing else.
At the tallest tree she glanced around, and then saw one of the makeshift sledding hills the children had made. First glance showed nothing, but looking closer revealed the carving. She had to laugh.
“Swinger, it’s just me,” she hissed.
A moment later, his voice whispered, “Dammit, took you long enough.” He popped his head out of the side of the hill and gave her a half-assed smile. “Well, what are you waiting for? Come on in.”
“You can’t be serious.”
“I’ve got everything we need,” he replied, pulling out his screen and a bag of chips.
“Please tell me you went to the bathroom somewhere else… for the sake of the kids.”
He smiled at that, then nodded. “Yeah, just hiding out in here when I need some downtime.
“And Norwal?”
“That’s what I’ve been doing… trying to find her.”
Alice frowned. “My contacts, they said you two were safe. That the PD forces didn’t get you.”
“At first, yeah. But then we were running, making for you, when I turned and she was gone. My best bet was they knew where to find us, that the room was compromised… So I came here to lay low, hoping you weren’t captured and that you’d find me.”
“Here I am. Let’s get to it.”
He eyed her skeptically. “Alice, we were made. They leeched us, do you understand that? We’re done.”
“No, we can’t quit now,” Alice said, reaching out a hand for him. “We’ll find her. We’ll rescue Norwal and Scorpio… trust me.”
He paused, clearly thinking, then took her hand and stood. “You have replacements for the team?”
She shrugged. “Intrepid found us some extras.”
“Mr. Social himself?” Swinger laughed. “You’re pulling my chain.”
“Trust me, with where your chain has been, I wouldn’t pull it.”
“Oh, come now.” This time his smile was genuine, not forced. “You really think we can do this?”
“Let’s go, there’s an old lady watching me. I think she’s with them.”
“Down the hall, with the beehive hair?” He laughed. “No way. She’s looking for me for, ah, other reasons.”
“Not her too, Swinger. Come on.”
He shrugged. “It was before Norwal, if that makes you feel any better. I owed her. All she wanted to do was—”
“Ahh! No details, please.” Alice held her hands up, ready to put them to her ears if he continued.
“Deal, as long as we get the hell out of here and start this op already. Okay, who are these new friends of Intrepid’s?”
She cringed as she said, “You won’t believe it, but… Titanians.”
“Oh, no. Religious fanatics don’t always make the best partners in times like this.”
“You have better ideas?”
“Not a one.” He shook his head, gesturing for her to lead the way.
“Then it’s settled, we’re going to get this team together my way.” She started off, again careful for watchers but much less worried about the old lady. “I don’t want to hear any complaints, and no… no seducing the religious people. You know they’re into all that, but we have a job to do.”
“Ah, the Titanians are the best. But honestly, me and Norwal… I’m telling you, it’s different.”
“Then we’ll have to save her so you can prove that to me, because I’ve known you too long to believe you’d ever settle down with just one man or woman. Or one species, even.”
He chuckled, but held his hand on his heart. “You’ll see, you’ll see.”
They found Intrepid and Yerbuna waiting at the main Horus hall, a grand hall with a painting of a white crown at the front surrounded by tapestries. Crowds were milling about, some sitting and eating on the glass steps at the edge, more of an art piece than anything useful. Others were playing a game of soccer at the far side—one of the old sports that had made it through to modern times.
“The boy?” Alice asked after introductions, glancing around for him.
“His name’s Oliver, and he’s gathering a friend or two,” Intrepid replied, nodding to Swinger. He looked at Alice, and she shook her head, silently signaling that Norwal wasn’t going to be joining them. “The sneaker and his buddy, they can handle physical entry. Nothing to worry about there.”
Swinger nodded, glancing around. “Why a public place? Why here?”
“Mostly, because he’s here,” Yerbuna replied, nodding over to a table where a man ate by himself.
“Network perimeter?” Alice asked.
Yerbuna nodded. “He’s the best at breaking through, from what I’ve seen. Worked a few jobs back on Earth, perhaps you’ve heard of him.”
“Please don’t tell me he has a hacker name.”
Yerbuna raised an eyebrow. “Like… Alice?”
Alice blushed, wondering how many of them suspected that wasn’t her actual name. Instead of responding, she waited.
“Lady and gents, you’re looking at the one and only Lovekiller, or what others know as the Anti-Cupid.” Yerbuna rolled her eyes at the names, struggling to say them. “Why, you ask? Because most of his targets involved large-scale company mergers, such as the very one that brought New Origins to be in charge of Project Destiny.”
“B.S.,” Swinger said, turning to see the man. “The legend himself.”
Alice turned him back to the group. “Maybe don’t make it obvious? Okay, so what’s he doing up here?”
“Ed, as he’s known now,” Yerbuna said with a smile, “found religion. He’s dedicated himself to becoming a citizen of Titan, when the time comes.”
“And he’ll help us?”
Yerbuna gestured to herself. “You happen to be looking at a high priestess of the Titanians, must I remind you? Means, he’s in.”
“But why are you in?” Swinger asked.
Alice’s first reaction was to chide him for sounding like he was making a personal attack on Yerbuna, but she realized he had a good point. She still wasn’t completely sure what made this woman so eager to help.
Yerbuna cleared her throat with a quick glance around, then lowered her voice, “Revenge.”
Alice stared, waiting for more. The others did, too.
Finally, when the word had ample time to sink in, Yerbuna turned her gaze to the symbol of the white crown. “Space Station Horus is an in-between, a waiting ground. We’ve put up with the abuse at the hands of PD, but… New Origins has gone out of their way to make us feel unwanted, to ensure that any preaching is kept at a minimum. They think our lessons will incite rebellion, so—”
“To be clear, we’re talking about teachings that say there will be a war between all of you and Earth, someday,” Swinger interrupted. “Sounds like rebellion is right.”
Her eyes narrowed as she looked at him like a bug on her arm. “I never said they were wrong about that. I said I want revenge, and my means of revenge means I’m going to help you all. Anyone making a move against them will have our support, provided they aren’t standing in our way themselves. So, tell me Mr. Swinger, do you stand in our way? Your tone of voice certainly doesn’t paint you as a friend of Titan.”
For a long moment, he glared back, then allowed his smile to return as he held out a hand to her. “I look forward to doing business with you.”
“Wonderful,” she replied, ignoring the hand and nodding to them. “Alice, you and me will convince Ed.”
“I thought you said he would be in,” Intrepid said in his normal, growly way.
“He will be, once we convince him.”
Alice nodded, and followed Yerbuna to the man’s table.
Ed glanced up, eyes first moving to Yerbuna and then dancing over to Alice, at which point he froze.
“You,” he said, moving a hand back to his screen and pocketing it. “I recognize you.”
“We were colleagues once?” she guessed.
“More like… you were a target.” He bit the inside of his cheek, looking back at Yerbuna before adding, “I’m okay with saying so, because she’d only be introducing you to me for one reason.”
“I’d hoped people from before wouldn’t be able to recognize me,” Alice said, wondering how he had known who she was after so long, and now in her disguise.
He offered a knowing smile. “When I’d assess targets, I was prepared for anything. We expected our targets to discover us, so I had you analyzed in numerous disguises. That way I’d be ready for you to try an escape or reverse target.”
“Ah.” She cocked her head, not sure how to interpret this guy. “Since you’re not rotting in a cell, I’m guessing we never caught you.”
“Not many are as good as I was, but I’m done.”
Alice looked over to Yerbuna, waiting for her to step in. But the woman raised an eyebrow, waiting to see what she would do.
“Here it is,” Alice said, deciding truth was the best method here. “They took my husband from me, told me he was dead. Is that true? Maybe, maybe not. I mean to find out.”
“And everyone else with you?” he asked. “They’re helping out of the kindness of their hearts?”
She shook her head. “Some are friends, of a sort. But all have their reasons. Intrepid there, his reason is freshest of all… they killed his brother, earlier today. Even before that, though, he was going after them because he knew my husband. They were friends. Marick would’ve done the same, so he’s here doing what he can. PD also took one of ours, two maybe… and we mean to get them back.”
“Did you say… Marick? As in Marick O’Donnel?” he asked. When she nodded, he smiled and stood. “My brother served in the Marines. He’s alive today, all thanks to one man.”
“Let me guess,” Yerbuna said, finally joining in. “That man’s name was Marick?”
Ed nodded. “Consider me yours.”
“Our other friends are nearby,” Yerbuna said, gesturing to the soccer court where the boy from earlier, Oliver, was standing with a girl his age. They both pretended to be watching the game, but glanced back, made eye contact, and nodded.
“Looks like we have no reason to wait, then,” Alice said, relief washing over her. They had waited long enough. Her teammates, her husband… they’d all waited long enough.
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STEALTH: TAIPAN CHAMBERS
While the Heel had escaped, she had clearly suffered a defeat. The Taipans had not only taken out many of the Os Dragoes, but also captured Veles. As far as they were concerned, it was a victory.
Nightshade, still wearing her helmet, had instructed two of her soldiers to imprison Veles for questioning, then told the rest to celebrate. She, however, went off on her own, moving down the hallway toward the training room.
“She doesn’t join us?” Stealth asked.
“That’s her way,” Tropical replied. “Always beating herself up, training extra after a mission.”
As much as Stealth understood the need to unwind and what celebrating did to boost morale, he was actually with Nightshade on this. He would much rather be training, learning his craft, than playing in the sandbox with his new pals.
Pete and Bloodhound came limping in, both of them still looking horrible but already healing. The only way that made sense was if this team was getting an advanced form of enhancements. Hits like they had taken would take overnight to heal, maybe even a couple of days with standard PD enhancements. But these two looked almost good as new already.
“The man himself,” Pete said, beaming. Pete and Bloodhound now wore similar navy-blue jumpsuit uniforms, and Stealth could better see who these men were. Pete still had the beard Stealth had noticed earlier, but his head was shaved. With dark skin, his eyes had the same piercing effect as his sister. Bloodhound was a lot thinner than he’d appeared in the armor, with a thick stubble and thin eyebrows.
“You two doing okay?” Stealth asked. “A man takes a beating like that…”
“Oh, rubbing it in?” Pete asked with a laugh. He nodded to Bloodhound. “This little pup should probably be in bed for another day or two, but you know dogs, always wanting to follow their masters.”
The left corner of Bloodhound’s lips rose as he said, “You, my master? Then why’s it you’re always begging me for scraps at chow time?”
“And don’t forget the time he tried to hump your leg,” one of the women said, who then stood amid laughter and shook Stealth’s hand. “Call me Breaker, as in ball breaker. Or Dawn, either way works for me.”
“To be clear, it was Breaker here who tried to hump his leg,” Pete chimed in, patting her on the back. “I thought about joining in, but she’s not really my type.”
Judging by the way the man looked at her, Stealth had a hard time believing that. He couldn’t blame the guy—she was well built, with welcoming eyes and hair that looked to be made from woven gold, cut short to fall just below her ears.
A couple of soldiers were pouring drinks. Others from the team had already changed too, though a few were entering just now and moving off to the hallway that led away from the rooms.
“Should I be changing?” Stealth asked with a glance down at his body armor and exoskeleton. It felt good to wear the suit, making him stronger and sturdier… but it wasn’t exactly comfortable. Not in that sit back and relax way, at any rate.
“Shower’s just over there,” Breaker said, eyes doing a quick move across his body. “Want me to join?”
He laughed, but wasn’t entirely sure she was joking. The showers back on the rest of the PD side were shared—no modesty among soldiers, apparently. They were all supposed to be equals here, or some bull like that. Stealth had always figured the higher-ups were just too cheap to build separate shower rooms. Some commanders set up separate shower times for the sexes, simply to keep their soldiers from seeing the showers as anything other than a quick chance to get clean after a grueling op, but most didn’t give a damn. They certainly wouldn’t care if a man and woman both went at the same time, if they wanted to, though you’d get in quite a lot of trouble if they caught you doing anything other than showering in there.
“I think I can figure out how to work a bar of soap,” Stealth replied when he saw she was actually waiting for an answer.
“Your loss.” She shrugged and winked at him before moving over to the drink table, leaving Pete and Bloodhound with Stealth, still chuckling at that little exchange.
“She’s harmless,” Bloodhound said, eyeing Stealth as if the woman’s advance—if that’s what it had been—gave him a new level of respect.
“If by harmless, he means she won’t actually try to jump your bones in the showers, then yeah,” Pete added. “But she’s not afraid to check out the goods either, so if you’re shy….”
“Nothing to worry about.” Stealth noticed Trish now, sitting at the couches on the far side where Breaker had just gone. Those blue eyes roamed across the room, stopping on him when she saw him looking. With a tilt of her head, she frowned.
“That one’s off limits though,” Pete said, no longer smiling.
“I’m here to do my duty,” Stealth countered.
“As long as your duty doesn’t include planting your flag anywhere near my sister, we’re good.”
“Don’t worry about it.” Stealth turned to Bloodhound to see if this was serious, but he had an ‘Uh-oh’ look on his face. Apparently, this was Pete’s soft spot. “You think I’m confused about where I am? I know this isn’t prom, and I’m here to keep the station safe, to hunt down any enemies of Horus. Don’t be turning on me just ‘cause I’m nice to your sister. You prefer I be a dick? Tell me now, because I can do dick.” His cheeks flushed. “That came out way wrong.”
“Hey, at least you don’t have to worry about him and your sister,” Bloodhound said to Pete, chuckling. “Now him and Bennie over there, that’s a different question.”
The man nodded over to one of the guys, a tall man who looked to be from the southern hemisphere of Earth, with a shaved head. He smiled at their attention, then was back with his buddies.
“I… I didn’t mean that,” Stealth protested. “Just need some rest, after a shower.”
“All right, big guy,” Pete said, clasping his shoulder. “Just remember our little talk. And today, by the way… good to go, my man. Good to go.”
“Thanks?” Stealth didn’t know what to make of these two. He shook his head as he walked off to his room, finding a uniform like the others had and a towel and shower supplies laid out in his footlocker. He stepped out of his exoskeleton and put it on the rack, then did the same with his body armor.
For a moment, he stood there looking at the armor, rubbing his hand across the smooth, black surface. This right here would save his life many times over. This, and the enhancements. He wondered when those would start, honestly not sure he was ready for them. It seemed that every time they upgraded his body, his mind became that much foggier. The last thing he wanted was to lose himself, to be some mindless soldier with nothing from his past.
He remembered certain pieces of his Marine Corps days, so why not the people? Why not the moments outside of the uniform? That woman… for instance. He closed his eyes, trying to search every corner of his brain for more on her, but nothing came. Nothing but that form dancing, and then the woman he had seen downstairs. The target.
The other soldiers didn’t seem so different in this regard. Always focused on the here and now, never on where they’d come from. Maybe it was for the best, in a soldierly sense.
But he hated losing his humanity, the moments that made him who he was.
Grabbing his supplies, he made for the showers.
He entered as the last few others were leaving. One woman was drying herself on the far side, but he made sure not to look. As much as he was a man and enjoyed the thought of a nude woman, it wasn’t anything new at this point. He was a soldier first, but that didn’t stop others. In his old unit, there had been plenty of men gawking at women and women sneaking glances at men, even the occasional playful jokes made. He had always blamed his lack of interest in this on their immaturity, nothing else. But now that the image of that woman was returning, now that he had a face to put to her, even if that wasn’t actually the same woman, he began to wonder.
Maybe it wasn’t that he was more mature, or sexually mute, as Red had liked to joke. Could it be that his subconscious knew he belonged to a woman already? The image of that woman he could still see dancing now, or that woman downstairs who had triggered something in him… Was triggering a reaction in him now, actually.
“Whoa there, cowboy,” a voice said, and he turned to see Trish, Pete’s sister, removing her bra and panties then making her way over to the shower. “Keep it down in here, nobody needs to see that.”
He turned away from her, confused, disoriented. Grabbing the soap, he quickly lathered up and began rinsing, wanting to get out of there as soon as possible.
“I didn’t mean to make it awkward,” Trish said.
“Huh?” He glanced up again, then away.
“There were two options for me. Walk away and skip the shower, or make an inappropriate comment. Apparently, I chose the latter.” She was rinsing now too, three shower stations away. Not looking at him, but not not looking either. “It’s weird, right? I mean, if a guy sees a guy standing at attention in the showers, does he make a joke about it?”
“You know, I’ve never been in that situation. I wouldn’t know.”
“Never?”
He thought about it, then chuckled. “Well, okay, but we tend to either not notice or do our best to not notice.”
“Ah, a third option.” She laughed. “Pretend nothing’s going on, shower, and be on my way. Why didn’t I think of that? Sorry, I generally try to shower up while everyone’s out, or after the rest. I figured you’d all be done by now.”
“Yeah, well…” He turned off his water and made for the towel, keenly aware of her dark, curved form out of the corner of his eye. “I lingered, I guess.”
“Fitting in fine? I hear great things about how you were out there today. Way to make an impression.”
“Out there?”
She laughed. “Yes. Making impressions all over the place. Don’t worry, this one I’ll wipe from my memory immediately. Already gone.”
He wrapped his towel around his waist, then half turned back. “You know, most soldiers are used to this. It doesn’t have to be awkward, doesn’t need a commentary.”
“Ah, I see. My brother had a chat. Well, two things… my brother doesn’t get to say a damn thing about me and my love life—not that you are part of that, of course. And two, pardon me for being old school when it comes to walking in on a man like this. Maybe I’m not the weird one, maybe it’s everyone else.”
“You have a point there,” he agreed, turning back to his new uniform and starting to dress.
“Which one?”
“Both, but for the record, I was thinking about someone from before, I think.”
“Before?” She turned off the water, so that it was eerily quiet aside from a drip, drip, drip. She walked over, taking her towel and drying off. When he glanced at her, she was staring at him. He felt very relieved to be fully dressed now, under that gaze.
“What?”
“You have memories from before?” she asked, eyes wide.
“It’s confusing,” he admitted. “But there are bits and pieces. Images, blurred… not enough.”
“Ah.” Her eyes turned to the bench, where she dropped the towel and started dressing.
He quickly looked away. “I wish there were more, and sometimes, like just now, before you walked in, there starts to be.”
She nodded, finally slipping into her uniform and making it less awkward. “The new recruits coming in, I envy them… and am terrified for them. They have so many memories still, they get to remember why they’re doing this in the first place. Loved ones, all of that. And then… then we yank that away. Or someone does, anyway. At least I have my brother.”
“We have a new batch coming?” he asked, annoyed that he hadn’t been aware. They didn’t come often, but when a new batch of recruits arrived for PD training, New Origins usually made a pretty big deal out of it.
“Yeah, they’ll be hitting the docks tomorrow morning, I think. Get with the program, newb.” She chuckled and threw her towel over his head, into the bin beside him.
“Come on now,” he said, wiping off a drop of water that hit his cheek.
She shrugged, grabbing her toiletry bag and walking out. “Keep your head up.”
He frowned, watching her go, then lingered for a moment in case Pete was out there. That guy definitely wouldn’t like the idea of his sister leaving the showers with Stealth, especially not right after their little talk.
A glance at the water still dripping, and he walked over to shut it off, lingering there as his mind wandered back to the images he’d been experiencing before being interrupted. A woman in a bar… Earth, by the looks of the walls and moonlight behind her. It was a different feel from up here, where walls were always metallic, never wood with large beams. He breathed in, imagining a scent of incense that had been there, instead of the soap smell around him at the moment. He rested his head against the metal water pipe, trying hard to remember that face.
Could it really have been this same woman?
The chances were slim. More likely, she had triggered the memory in him, brought it further to the foreground of his mind. If anyone around here was likely to know, or be willing to talk about it, at least, that would be Trish.
He sighed and turned to head out, passing Breaker on his way. She eyed him with suspicion and said, “She’s just there, chatting with Pete.”
That put a stop to his jog, which he realized instantly gave him away. Damn.
“You know,” she added, “Pete can get a tad protective. If he knew you and her were in the showers together….”
“It wasn’t like that.”
“Uh-huh.” She shook her head, sizing him up. “You’ve got your secrets, I get it. I get it. You really want to chat with her? Hit up the training room, get your stats. Then say what needs to be said. But just a warning, she’s not really into your type.”
He frowned, confused. He’d heard rumors that people once gave a crap about skin color, but up here? In Project Destiny?
“What do you mean?” he asked, not sure he wanted to hear it.
“You know, soldiers. Marines. All you gung-ho types.”
“Oh.” He laughed. “Again, it’s not like that, but thanks.”
She nodded, then waved him off as she continued down the hall. Stealth headed for the room where the rest were partying, lingered there for a moment, and then made his way back out toward the training room.
“Don’t tell me you’re taking a nap,” Pete said, his sister nowhere in sight.
“Actually, I was thinking I’d put in some extra training time. You know, let the boss see I’m dedicated.”
Pete nodded. “Sure, sure. But hey, I gotta warn you—first day on the job? Be ready for your enhancements tonight. You’re badass, but you’ll be even more badass soon enough.”
“Tonight?” He had hoped to put it off a bit longer, not sure what effect the changes would have on his brain.
“Yup, higher-ups want everyone up to date before the new recruits arrive, so we can give them a show.” Pete smiled, wide. “Guess what, big guy? You’ll be front and center in the show, just like us. Sorry to be the bearer of bad news.”
“Wonderful,” Stealth replied, doing his best to hide his sarcasm, but failing.
“Don’t say I didn’t warn you.” Pete tipped an imaginary hat, heading back in with the others. “You know where to find me—most likely, throwing up under the table, after I’ve had a couple glasses of the homebrew. That stuff will put hair on even Breaker’s chest.”
“Something I don’t want to imagine,” Stealth replied with a chuckle, glad to see the door close behind his new teammate.
He headed off for training, even though he’d just showered, excited to stretch his muscles. Hey, it was always more fun training clean than having grimy or bloody sweat drip into your eyes. The only problem was the station’s limits on showers, due to the water supply. Since that rule was generally ignored for PD officers, he didn’t have to worry about it, but he always felt a little guilty taking more than his share.
He’d do what needed to be done to get the answers he needed. And he hadn’t been lying. He was looking forward to showing Nightshade what he was capable of, and seeing more of her in action.
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ALICE: TITANIAN HIDEOUT
Pacing in front of her new team of technical assassins, Alice wasn’t sure what to think. While they had all of the necessary pieces, this wasn’t a team she was used to. She hadn’t been much for trusting the zealots before this, and now she had a Titanian priestess, along with two thieves’ guild kids. Then there was Intrepid, a man she thought she could trust until she’d found out he’d been making moves to join the thieves’ guild behind her back.
It was just another gang, but one that happened to have much looser morals than she was okay with. Yet, she had just finished laying out the plan. She felt so exposed. At least she had Swinger here to keep her sane.
“You can’t be serious,” the teenage girl said. She had been introduced as Juanita, Oliver’s girlfriend. “Nobody goes into the dome.”
“I’ve been in,” Intrepid pointed out.
“Okay, sure. Trust the man who led them right to us. The man who is essentially responsible for…” She stopped there, cheeks flushed, jaw clenched.
“For my brother’s death?” Intrepid stood as he slammed his teacup down on the table, tea sloshing over the side and onto the orange cloth. “You think I haven’t hated myself every breath since that happened to Mike? Why the hell do you think I’m so committed here? It sure as hell isn’t because I like the tea!”
Everyone was silent, and finally he turned to Yerbuna and bowed his head. “Sorry, it’s nothing against the tea. I’m just… more of a coffee guy. I remember that much. And I remember how they tried to mess with us when I arrived to be a PD soldier, how my brain started to feel like mush after the tests began. You all have something against New Origins. Well, I have more of a right than any of you to want to see them stumble, maybe even fall. They took part of me, they took my friend.”
Alice shared a look of compassion with him, knowing he referred to Marick. “We don’t doubt Intrepid one bit,” she said, leaning toward Juanita. “And that’s the plan. You don’t like it, walk.”
Juanita glared, then shrugged. “I just don’t like the part where Oliver and I get in there and you all sit behind your pretty computers.”
“You misunderstand. While your job is to get us in, I’m the one who will actually be entering. Find me an entry point, my team takes down sensors and surveillance, and we’re in.” When nobody else protested, Alice continued, “This isn’t the big hit. We need answers, like what’s up with this activity at the docks. If we find the exact timing, we can plan a bigger hit. Then we can really get in there and take them out. Consider this our practice run. Test their defense points and penetrate the hell out of their network so that we can come back tomorrow and cripple the damn thing. Got it?”
“And if we can just kill it tonight?” Yerbuna asked. “Why wouldn’t we?”
Because Alice wanted answers first. She needed to know the truth about her husband, before making the company pay for what they were doing.
Instead, she said, “Because we need to ensure they don’t leech us like last time. We need to set up our own countermeasures so that we’re fully protected when we go all in. This is the prisoners digging the tunnel, so that tomorrow the prisoners can grab their belongings and make a run for it. You don’t try to build the tunnel and make the run in the same night. It’s too much.”
“That’s the worst analogy I’ve ever heard,” Swinger said with a laugh. “And I’ve heard a lot of crappy ones.”
“Shut up,” Alice said. “We need to see what we’re up against, is the point.”
“Agreed,” Swinger said. “We always test the subject before going all in. Nothing new there.”
“Except it’s all new to some of us,” Yerbuna added with a nod to the teens. “You’re sure about all of this?”
Oliver glared and Juanita rolled her eyes.
“We’re all we’ve got,” Alice countered. “These two say they know how to find a way in. Let’s get them on it.” She made eye contact with everyone in the room, waiting for another argument but glad to see none came. “Right, earpieces everyone?”
Juanita inserted hers, but everyone else was ready. Alice could hear herself in her own as she said, “Right, confirm they work?”
“Confirmed,” the rest of the group responded.
“Oliver, Juanita, stay safe.” Alice waited as the two ran off. They had their job to do—get over to the dome and find weaknesses. Meanwhile, the rest of the group had to start working around the security protocols. Luckily for them, Alice had played an instrumental role in building the foundation of the New Origins system, back when they were first starting out and had required help from the top penetration testers in the world. Alice certainly fit the bill, and when they had failed the tests, she was on the front line of seeing that they didn’t fail so easily again. That meant they’d be tough to crack, but that her team also had the best person for the job.
“Where can we plug in?” Alice asked.
Yerbuna stood and motioned them to follow. “It might not be as fancy as what you’re used to, but it’s the best we could do to prepare ourselves for separation from New Origins.” She opened the door to a back room, complete with screens along the walls and a holographic display of the dome.
“Damn,” Intrepid said, nodding.
“This’ll do just fine,” Alice said, stepping up to the hologram. “Something tells me I don’t know half of what I should about you.”
“You know enough to know that I’m dangerous,” Yerbuna replied with a hint of a smile.
“That much is for sure.”
For the next hour or so, the group got set up, working through their various channels, setting up routines and sub-routines, and paying special attention to areas where a bit of leech coding could come back to bite them.
Alice guided the newcomers and then observed for a bit, but her job now wasn’t going to be here. The majority of her role had already been accomplished—setting up the covert attack infrastructure that made this all possible. That was more than one day’s worth of work, and they were all damn lucky she’d taken them this far.
Now she was waiting for the signal from the teens. When it came, she would move out. In the meantime, she found a spot at the side of the room and leaned back against the wall, eyes closed, and focused on finding her calm. They would need her in there if they were going to get the answers they wanted, which meant she had a very big chance of being caught.
Listening to the clacking of the keyboards, the whirs of powerful servers that made her suspect who Yerbuna had once been, Alice found peace. It was her zone, her moment. Her calm before the storm.
The first blasts of wind came in the form of her earpiece buzzing and Juanita’s voice coming through.
“We’ve got an in. The fourth elephant, look for the weeping willow.”
Alice pulled up her wrist map. The fourth elephant meant quadrant E-4, and weeping willow was code for WW—West Ward, a section among the elite part of the station. Perhaps Alice would’ve eventually found herself there in an alternate life, one where her husband was still at her side and they lived up there together, under a New Origins that actually was the wonderful corporation it claimed to be.
Not in this world.
“Be there shortly,” Alice replied into her earpiece. “Keep in with Intrepid and Yerbuna. I want this all to go down smooth as pumpkin ice cream.”
“Pumpkin?” Swinger’s voice came from across the room and in her ear. “I was always partial to pralines and cream.”
“Bah, that’s old school,” Oliver said. “You know they serve modern stuff now, right? Tried the new flavors on deck six? They have horchata with a swirl of raspberry, or you can do ginger and mint. Now that’s a combo.”
“Eck,” came more than one response, though it sounded damn good to Alice.
“Can we all focus?” she said, shaking her head but unable to hide the smile.
She turned to the team, picking up one of the small devices they called ‘the eyes.’ It was devised to block local signals and enhance outer ones, giving her team priority on the inside. She hoped to get one close enough to the enemy servers to allow her team extra access.
“Each of you has your role to play, just be ready. Eyes and ears, right? Find those leeches if you can, clear whatever firewalls you discover, and get all the information we can.”
“Count on us, boss,” Swinger said, pulling a pack of caffeinated gum from his shirt pocket and setting it beside his keyboard. His trademark move. She’d almost forgotten how tired she was.
“I know we’re exhausted,” she continued. “The last twenty-four hours have been intense. But remember, this isn’t just one job. This is the start of a war.”
“Is she always like this?” Yerbuna asked with a laugh.
“Usually she has Scorpio here to cheer her on,” Intrepid replied.
“Screw you all, just don’t mess this up.” Alice finished suiting up, putting on a uniform of blue and gray, the closest she could get to what the PD forces wore under their armor. If she were spotted in this, at least they wouldn’t be immediately suspicious of her.
With that, she gave them a nod, then headed out. As much as breaking into a place like the dome worried her, walking through the West Ward felt worse. The memories it could recall weren’t welcome at a time like this.
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STEALTH: TAIPAN CHAMBERS
Having found the training room empty, Stealth had ended up spending much of his evening training by himself. He worked his way across the various pillars at first, where Tropical had challenged him, and then found a weight room complete with sparring dummies to practice his hand-to-hand combat.
When he was worn out and his forearms hurt from working the wooden dummy—having taken his gear off to train his body without the rest of the equipment—he geared back up and started over in the main room again. Halfway across, the lights went out and the space simulation turned on. He spun, eyes searching, and then spotted Nightshade at the entrance.
“Don’t let me stop you,” she called out. “But you should be training with the full sim.”
“Yes, sir.”
He turned and was about to jump, when he heard her land on a pillar and shout out, “Let’s see if you can make it to the end before me.”
“Roger that.”
Even though he was halfway across, he didn’t doubt for a minute that this would be a challenge. A spaceship surged up and shots pierced the darkness, narrowly missing Stealth’s chest as he threw himself to the side. Next he was pouncing up to grab a rope, which he used to run along the simulation wall in the form of an asteroid. He leapt to the next pillar, releasing the rope and using thrusters to push himself the last couple of feet.
He looked back and realized checking on her status was a mistake. She was already only two pillars behind him, dammit. He flung himself forward with less regard for his safety, eager to make a good impression. More shots barely missed his head, but he wasn’t worrying about them now. If he moved fast enough, they wouldn’t be able to track him.
Scrambling at the edge of a pillar that was too far out there, he pulled himself up and then heard a crunch before he felt the pain. A boot was on his finger, he realized. And then he was falling before he had time to register the laughter.
That evil bitch.
He fell and landed in the puff of air, hovering for a moment before shaking it off and leaping up to continue the course.
“Do try to keep your hand out of my boot’s way next time,” Nightshade called out. “Oh, and by the way…” As soon as Stealth had reached the top of the closest pillar, the lights went on. She was standing at the end, hand on her hip. “… you lost.”
He ran and jumped, barely touching down on the next pillar to get just enough momentum to make it the rest of the way.
“Not by much,” he replied.
“Not by much out there still means you’re dead.” She took off her helmet, not at all what he’d expected. He wasn’t sure what he had expected, but not the woman in her mid-fifties, or maybe even early sixties, who stood before him. She had brown hair pulled back in a bun, hard features that were both pretty and intimidating at the same time, and wrinkles around the eyes and neck that gave away her age.
“Thank you,” he said with a bow of his head. “For training me, I mean.”
“And thank you for doing your job,” she said with a confident laugh, nodding for him to join her as she walked, “since you thanked me for doing mine.”
He glanced over again, and she raised an eyebrow. “Don’t think you’re the first to be surprised by my age, son. Not many kids nowadays equate age and wisdom with prowess on the battlefield, but that’s because they’re young and stupid. With modern technology like the enhancements and these suits, wisdom often becomes the deciding factor in a fight.”
This time it was a real lesson, so he nodded his appreciation. “I’m not exactly a kid.”
“It’s all relative, but no, you’re not. You’ve been through your share of battles. I read your file, naturally.”
“I… have a file?” He wanted to kick himself for sounding like such an idiot. “I mean, where? I haven’t seen my own file, you know.”
“And you won’t, for various reasons. Did you know they won’t even let me see my own file?” She laughed, though this laugh had a hint of scorn in it. “Hell, I’m leading the elite of the elite up here, and they don’t even want me to know what I was before this. I’m supposed to feed you all this story about how it’s not where you’ve been. You know all that, though, right? It’s where you’re about to go, what you do next. What you help accomplish for Earth’s destiny, for New Origins. But I’m a straight shooter, and I’ll tell you right now that I don’t buy into that for one minute. There isn’t much I remember from before signing up, but I’ll tell you for damn sure that I didn’t agree to having my memory taken away.”
This type of honesty was certainly a welcome surprise. Still, that didn’t mean he could trust her. He decided to throw out the bait and find what he could.
“So, if given a chance…?”
“Would I what?” She led him out of the training room, removing her exoskeleton, and gestured for him to do the same. “Would I go against orders to learn what I think should be mine to begin with?” She shook her head. “I’m a soldier, Stealth, as are you. Duty to Earth and New Origins above self, right?”
“Yes, sir. Of course.” He tried not to let the fact that he was let down show on his face. Was he such a bad person for wanting answers? For craving the truth?
Now that they both had their exoskeletons off, she gestured toward a circle on the floor and smiled.
“You want to spar?” he asked, eyes darting over to her exoskeleton.
“Without it, you wonder if I’m at a disadvantage?” She chuckled, stepping into the ring now, eyes taunting him. “Let’s find out.”
“Sir—”
“Just get in here and do your best, that’s an order.” She held out her hands, leaving herself exposed, and said, “Try and hit me. I mean to prove to you the value of the advanced enhancements you’re about to receive. Show you the difference, so you can see firsthand why you need them.”
“And the memories, sir?”
She shrugged, then stepped up and said, “Doesn’t matter. Hit. Me.”
Remembering who he was and who it was he was up against, pushing the fact that this could be his mother out of his mind, he took up an offensive stance and began circling her.
When he came in with a left jab, she knocked it aside. Again he struck, this time with a one-two combination.
“For all of our sakes,” she said as she swatted the first and blocked the second, then followed it up with a punch to his gut that sent him stumbling back, wheezing, “I hope you’ve got more than this when up against an enemy.”
“But, sir…” he started, only to see the anger flash in her eyes.
Dammit, he wasn’t going to let her think he was a better fit outside of her unit. Standing tall, he moved to the balls of his feet and came in with a fake kick that he readjusted and brought around to land a strike on her thigh. Then he caught her with an elbow before she blocked and swept out his legs.
He landed with a thud on the floor, and she was on him in an instant, moving faster than most soldiers in their twenties were capable of. Pinning his arm into a side-armbar, her own arm pressed up against his head, she smiled.
“Not bad, but you’ll have to do better than that.”
“I will, sir. Let me show you.”
She laughed. “Please do, but you’re already mentally gone if you think I’m just going to release you. First escape, then by all means, show me.”
He thrust with his hips, grunting, and tried to roll into the armbar to break free. She moved to his back, instead wrapping his neck in a chokehold, then pulling him up and over when he tried to counter that.
Again he hit the ground with a thud, but this time he rolled aside, breaking free before she had a chance to act again.
“There we go,” she said, leaping up and into a take-down stance, “thinking with your head. Keep it up.”
The choice of words sent him back to the shower and Trish, who had ended with the words ‘Keep your head up.’ He blinked, trying to push the thought aside. Too late. Nightshade was on him, lifting him up to slam him back on the ground.
“Dammit!” he shouted on instinct, as she worked his arms and then his legs for locks. Every time he broke from one, she had another, until he gave up and went for the strike. She pushed his arm aside and dodged away from the kick, then brought her leg up swiftly and down, right for his groin.
CRACK!
He froze, staring at her, then slowly lifted his head. Her boot was on the floor between his legs, a dent in the wood made from the impact.
“Out there,” she said, with a nod to let him know he could stand, “you’d never have a chance at having kids again.”
“That was terrifying,” he admitted as he stood, hand checking down there to ensure he had all of his pieces still.
“You need more?” she asked.
He shook his head, very aware of the drops of sweat moving down his temples. A phantom pain hit his stomach, even though he hadn’t actually been hit in the groin.
“I believe you.”
“Good. Trish will handle you, then. I actually came looking for you to tell you it was time, but this way was immensely more fun. I might make it standard practice.”
“Please do, so I’m not the only sucker to be put through that.”
She laughed and clapped him on the shoulder. “You’ll do fine here with the Taipans, Stealth. Keep up the good work. When you’re done with Trish, hit the rack for the night. We have a big day ahead of us tomorrow.”
“Roger that, sir.” He saw Trish approaching, and when he looked back, Nightshade was already walking off through the door.
“Having fun, or nearly getting yourself killed?” Trish asked.
“Both.”
She smiled at that and nodded. “Sounds like the boss. Come on, we’ve got a room up here. No need for heading over to medical for this.”
Moving up a set of white stairs that slid out from the wall, he felt an urge to run out of there and abandon all of this. That happened, sometimes. Usually he did his best to ignore it, but more than once he had found himself standing at the edge of the platform that led to the space elevator down to Tokyo. Of course, with the robotics and advanced policing network in Japan these days, defectors rarely made it. If he were going to run someday, being smuggled out on a ship was a more likely route.
But run to what? He had no answers to that question. And like Nightshade said, when he wasn’t full of doubt, he remembered that he must have signed up for this for a reason. He knew that much. He sensed the thrill that still lingered in his heart at the idea of being part of this space endeavor, at having the opportunity to be one of the first to know what they found out here.
If they ever found anything, anyway.
The room she took him to was like he was used to, with a see-through pod that had various plugs going into it from the sides. He’d be punctured, he knew from witnessing it more than once, but he would also receive one of the benefits of the enhancements. By the time he exited the pod, he would be healed up. Good as new, and stronger in many ways.
“Go ahead and undress,” Trish said, starting to fidget with the machine, checking the settings on a screen that appeared where his face would later be. He was glad to see that the glass was fogged over in the places that mattered, but still sighed as he began to undress. It wasn’t that he was shy, but that this particular woman had already noticed and commented on him being nude once today. Doctors and nurses at least pretended not to notice, and certainly didn’t say anything while you were there. The moment you left, though, who knew what they would say.
But another teammate? At least in the Marines, everyone had talked, joking and playing around. For some reason, that memory hadn’t left. Maybe only the important ones did?
Up here, it wasn’t such a crude group. Or at least the other PD section hadn’t been.
He finished undressing, all but his boxer briefs, and set his folded uniform on the chair nearby. When he turned to her, ready to go, she gave him a look and sighed. “Really, you’re going to make me say it? Can’t have fabrics interfering. Not like I haven’t seen it all before, and hey, I showed you mine.”
“To be fair, I wasn’t looking,” he said as he turned and finished stripping bare, then turned back to her, standing with his hands at his side.
“You had your chance and, for the love…” She shook her head, then pressed the rim of the pod so it opened. “Stealth, it’s not an inspection. You can cover yourself with your hands if you really want to. Until you’re in the pod, at least.”
“Why is it you have such a skill at making me blush?” he asked as he covered himself and stepped into the pod.
“It isn’t a crush thing,” she replied with a wink, “or you would’ve been checking me out more back there. I also noticed a clear decline in arousal when I entered the showers. Nude, I might add… Gotta say, you confuse me.”
“Do we have to talk about it?”
She laughed. “Better to address the elephant trunk in the room.”
“Oh my God.” He hung his head, biting his lip to not laugh. “Did you just…?”
“Not talking about it, roger that.” She held a finger to her lips, then checked over the screen at her wrist—a holographic image that emerged with a motion. She touched several buttons on it, then turned to him again, serious now. “Ready?”
“Am I going to remember who I am when this is over?”
She frowned. “You mean, remember who you are as much as you remember at this moment, or what you might have once remembered?”
“Either?”
“Sorry, probably not.”
“Didn’t anyone ever stop to ask if all of this is safe?” he asked. “I mean, what if we’re causing irreversible brain damage here? Is that the price of a super soldier? Make us faster, stronger… without emotion, thoughts, or feelings?”
“You might be without emotions, but not me.” She started to close the lid, but paused. “That was it, huh? You were thinking about someone from before. You actually remember.”
“Not entirely,” he admitted, feeling the chill of the room come over him. “And you? Nothing at all? Maybe… blurry somethings?”
She shook her head. “Well, actually… cherry blossoms.”
“Cherry blossoms?”
“Yes, and sunlight, arms wrapped around me. I think it was my mom, wishing me off. Even that, though, I don’t fully recall. What if I promised them I’d call every day, and now I can’t because I don’t know they exist? What if…. Oh, God, I’m so sorry.” She looked at his chest, bare but for his light hair. His nipples were hard from the cold, little goose pimples all over. “You’ll be warm when the process starts. I’d better—”
“Wait.”
She paused. “Yeah?”
“Is there a way?” he asked. “A way to get access to our files?”
A look of worry crossed her face and her eyes darted to the door. “Tell you what, if you remember this conversation when you wake up, come find me. But not in here… during break, maybe. In the main hall.”
He blinked at that, wondering what she might know and wanting to keep the conversation going, but she had the pod door closed. Her blue eyes stared at him and he thought he saw a hint of a tear form just as he smelled the aroma he’d grown used to from these pods—mint, almost. Maybe a hint of licorice. And then he was out.
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ALICE: THE DOME
Clear of the Titanian hideout and well around the station so as to avoid suspicion, Alice hopped onto one of the space station’s travel pods. These were floating, magnetized connected ovals that made the rounds, dropping people off at their jobs or taking them home. They had ones for the miners and others for the groups that went to places like the West Ward. She was riding in the latter at the moment. It carried its passengers past the vast windows that showed views of space, and they were lucky enough to be in a rotation that showed Earth, at the moment.
Alice always loved seeing Earth from up here. Sure, the way the clouds formed along it made it interesting, in that it was never quite the same sight, but for her it was a symbol of who she had once been. A goal, in a sense. If, somehow, Marick was still alive, she’d find a way to take him back with her.
Her eyes lingered on the planet a moment longer before the pod began its descent past several levels of the station, passing the markets and bazaars, a group of children waving playfully.
Families came up here, a fact that had stung even more when Alice had arrived. She couldn’t stomach the idea that her family had been ripped apart, singled out, perhaps. Not that they’d even had kids, yet.
She waved back, and saw a small girl beside her waving too, a girl who a moment ago had been hidden behind her dad’s long, wool coat.
The girl glanced over at Alice’s fake uniform, smiled, and then hid back behind the coat again.
“Reporting in?” her dad asked.
“What’s that?” Alice glanced around, then realized he was talking to her.
“I mean, are you one of the new recruits, or old hat?” he said. “Rumor is, more on the way, but I…?”
“Oh, sorry, no. I came with the last batch. Getting some well-earned rest and relaxation, you know?”
“Do I ever. Mining supervisor. But I get to stay on station, most of the time.” He patted his daughter’s head and smiled at her, then back to Alice. “Space Station Horus is a dream come true.”
“It certainly is,” Alice replied, not adding the part that entered her mind about it being a nightmare for some.
The pod reached her stop and she hopped off, smiling as the girl gave her a timid wave. Another reminder that Alice wasn’t here to take down the whole space station. She wasn’t about hurting innocents, or even the soldiers, when given a chance.
Just bringing justice to New Origins and anyone in the system who had corrupted the dream that could have been.
“I’m approaching now,” she whispered, watching the crowds of people along the densely populated fake street that led up to the dome from the West Ward. The street was a hodgepodge of lookalikes from Earth, with bits of it that resembled the main intersection of Shibuya, in Tokyo, Japan, and others that reminded her of streets in New York, right down to the large billboard set up to look like Times Square had in the old days. When she saw the tall building full of elite penthouses, she paused, breathing heavily through her nose.
“Everything all right?” Intrepid asked. “You’re coming in pretty loud over here.”
Ignoring the spasm in her left eye as she looked at the building, Alice assured them she was fine, and kept moving. The higher-ups in New Origins lived in that tower, mostly. She had a feeling they would be butting heads with her and her team very soon.
At a restroom, she ducked in and found a stall, then checked herself on the map to see how close she was to E-4. Not more than a few minutes, she saw, and smiled.
She ducked back out into the crowd and kept on the path, eyes darting about for any signs of her new companions.
“I see you,” Oliver said, and then a flash of reflected light caught her eye.
“Got it,” she replied in her best mumbling way, trying not to look like she was talking to herself.
A couple of guards stood at the dome’s entrance, but they weren’t as alert here as on the other side. The lower levels of PD, they wore the armor but not exoskeletons. Since mostly they stood around, upper management must have figured they didn’t need it.
“Hey,” a man said as Alice bumped into him. But he wasn’t talking to her, because she’d stepped into the crowd and was out of his line of sight when he turned.
The man behind him shooed him away, scoffing as he accused him of not watching where he was going. Alice kept moving, taking a left turn when she saw the guards notice the two men arguing. On other levels of the station, the situation would’ve already gone to blows, but not here in the West Ward.
At least the guards weren’t looking in her direction.
With a quick turn, she approached the back of a dog statue and some fake trees, made to look like Hachikomae in Shibuya. She ducked behind the trees. From here it was a climb up the slick, metal side of one of the corners that supported the dome. Like running up a slide.
She was nearly at the top when she slipped, but a hand reached out and caught her. Oliver stood there, smiling. He remembered himself and pulled her up, so that they could duck behind the metal siding.
“What are we dealing with?” Alice asked, risking a slight peek out to see that nobody seemed to have noticed her climb.
“Juanita’s just over here. Her idea.”
Alice frowned but nodded, following him around to the back. Here the charade out front gave way to the familiar metal walls and scaffolding she was used to.
Oliver held out a hand, gesturing her to get down, and she saw what he was pointing at. A scanner drone flying past, two cameras behind it.
“Don’t you get me caught before we’ve even started the job,” she warned.
“I haven’t failed anyone yet.” He motioned down a level, and the two lowered themselves to the edge and swung in, to where Juanita waited.
A quick hello, and then Juanita gestured to the far wall, where glass showed space beyond. “We have two options, way I see it. We cause a diversion, get you in behind those guards and make sure you’re in the system, then you just keep walking and hope nobody stops you. Option two is… wait for it.” A quick movement across the glass, and a second later several brown blocks shot out, instantly vanishing. “That.”
“What…?” Alice’s lip curled in disgust. “Oh, hell no. Sewage? I’ll take my chances with the guards.”
“You sure?”
“I know you’re not used to the way our type of team does business,” Alice replied as she scooted back out to look at the guards, “but we tend to go about our business without crawling through ventilation shafts or sneaking in through the sewage system.”
“To each their own,” the girl said with a shrug.
“But you have a distraction planned?”
Oliver grinned. “You know what they make you do before you can join the thieves’ guild?”
In fact, Alice had heard about part of the initiation process.
“You can’t be serious,” she said. “That’s the quickest way to get yourselves made.”
“Hey, not if we’re as good as I say we are. And we are.”
“Confidence,” Juanita said, nodding at him. “That’s right, that’s right.”
Alice sighed, glanced back at the surveillance drone, and said, “Tag the drone if you can, Intrepid. If it sees me down there, I want it thinking I’m just one of the guards returning from a break.”
“On it,” Intrepid replied through her earpiece.
“Can one of you get a scan of either of the guards’ faces?” Alice asked, grabbing a small orb from her bag and tossing it to Juanita, who nodded. “That’ll make my job a heck of a lot easier.”
“Smart thinking,” Swinger said through her ear.
“I know.”
Oliver and Juanita sat staring at her, so she raised her eyebrows and cleared her throat.
“What, now?” Oliver asked.
“Of course, now. Get on it!” she hissed.
They both jumped, at first showing a bit of surprise and nervousness. But then they took off, working back the way Alice had come and making for the guards. Alice started to work her way back too, sticking to the building so that she could slip in when the time was right.
A guard shouted. Alice glanced over to see that Oliver had just snatched away his gun, running and shooting it into the air while he shouted, “Los Locos kick your butt, Los Locos kick your face…” But she missed the rest as she moved for the entrance. The other guard had his gun out but wasn’t firing, as Oliver was in the crowd now.
“That facial scan coming along?” Alice asked.
“One sec,” Juanita replied, sounding out of breath.
“Swinger, Intrepid, you into their systems?”
“Just the outer perimeter,” Yerbuna answered instead.
“We’re hitting resistance,” Swinger said, “but it’s like driftwood against a strong river. You can’t stop these skills, and by these I mean Yerbuna’s. This lady knows what she’s doing!”
“Good,” Alice said. “Just be ready. As soon as Juanita gets you that scan, you know what to do with it.”
“Preparing to match facial recognition sensors,” Intrepid said.
“That’s a good boy.”
She was almost to the doors, the guards at the edge of the crowd now, one starting to push his way in. A flash flared brightly, then the other started shouting and they were off, giving chase.
“Go time,” Alice said, turning and briskly walking toward the entrance. “Come on, team, make my day.”
“It’s either going to let you in or get you thrown in jail,” Intrepid said, just audible over the voice of Oliver yelping and laughing as he ran from the guards. “Either we all win, or we’re done with your annoying self. Win-win.”
“Ha ha, super funny,” Alice grunted, now entering the doors as they slid apart for her.
“That’s a good sign,” Swinger said. “Closing comms so they aren’t alerted, but just keep on. If comms come back on, you’re either through, or in trouble. We’ll tell you which.”
Wonderful.
Next came a tunnel that conducted a more thorough scan, but if the advance system codes were doing their job, she had nothing to worry about. Clicking a button on her wrist, she strode forward, head raised confidently. A guard eyed her suspiciously, but she kept on right past him, and he didn’t say anything. He likely figured either the system would catch her, or she was where she belonged.
She stepped into the scanner tunnel, neon lights moving like shimmering fish swimming in water. With each step, she imagined alarms going off, guards slamming her against those beautiful walls or simply blowing her brains out. None of it happened, all thanks to her amazing team.
A gust of wind blew past her as she exited the tunnel, and the guard there barely glanced up from whatever he was reading on his screen. Judging by the way he licked his lips and the lecherous look in his eyes, nothing appropriate. Maybe one of those erotic robot and A.I. novels that had taken off lately, a fact that never failed to amuse Alice.
It didn’t matter how many times she had studied the maps of this place, even the three-dimensional holographic one she had managed to get a hold of, walking through it was a whole new experience. The glass windows curved up to meet the white inner walls. Walls like that were a missed sight for Alice, reminding her of life back to Earth. When she had lived there, surrounded by walls that were mostly anything but metal, she had never thought something as simple as a wall would feel so special. But here it did.
At set intervals, rays of blue and silver light ran along the walls, making the whole floor feel very futuristic. A nice touch, considering the fact that New Origins was mostly selling the belief that they would one day be on the cutting edge in this space race. That their people might be the first to interact with whatever life forms might be out there. Anything to keep morale up over the years that it took for the promise to possibly become a reality was smart thinking.
“Brilliant, isn’t it?” a man said, standing at her side. “As long as I work here, I never grow tired of it.”
He wore a uniform similar to the one she wore now, his blonde hair combed back and away from his face. He had soft eyes, but those eyes weren’t fooling Alice, because she knew who this was. Everyone in the building likely knew, too. He was the CEO’s son, Matias.
“It’s an honor to be part of it,” she said with a polite nod, then continued on her way. She just had to get the eye in place, close enough to the servers, then do a quick scan for any physical records or the like that they might keep here.
“Hold on,” Matias said, taking a step after her.
She paused, then turned to face him. “I do have to check in.”
“Of course, of course.” He smiled, tilting his head. “It’s just… do I know you? It’s like this strange feeling I’ve got, like I’ve seen you before, and yet… not recently.”
“Maybe just while training?” She turned again, heart thumping, realizing this could be even more dangerous than having been caught by the alarms on her way in.
“I’m the boss’s son,” he said, “not the devil himself. What’s the rush?”
“No rush, sir.” She turned, mind spinning as she thought up excuses. Then his hand shot out, catching her by the wrist.
“Then tell me you’ll come back to me, have dinner?”
“What, now, sir?”
He laughed. “As much as you might think the CEO’s son has nothing better to do than have dinner with pretty women, I’m quite busy too. Just say you will, we’ll find the time. This weekend, perhaps?”
“Yes, perfect. I can’t wait.”
As she turned to leave, he let go but said, “A name, at least, will do. I’m—”
“Matias, yes, I know,” she admitted. “And I’m looking forward to it.”
“Your name?”
“Gertrude,” she lied with a smile. God, she was glad the comms were turned off and none of the team could hear this.
She gave him a nod and walked off, thinking she probably shouldn’t have used a fake name. He could just run it against the database, and he likely would. She knew his type—know everything there is to know about a woman before going on a date with them, so they could leverage it in their bag of charms.
Of course, he might have scanned her as they were talking. It was entirely possible that he would be sending a team after her at this very moment. Focused on keeping her heart rate down, she made for the elevators. The first elevator would have been sufficient, but two women walked up to it, then a man. Alice walked on, pretending to have something else to do.
She spotted Matias again, hands on a railing that overlooked the central pool, water flowing down a marbled stairway in a sort of waterfall, as if water meant nothing up here. He grinned, but she couldn’t be sure whether it was flirtatious or the evil, I’ve-got-you-now look. Maybe for him they were the same?
She nodded, moved back to the elevator and was glad to get one to herself this time.
Here she was, in the middle of the hornets’ nest, and the damn second in command was right on her tail. She moved away from the glass side of the elevator and considered sticking with her plan. It wouldn’t work though, not if he was still watching the elevators. Instead, she waited until the elevator hit the top floor. Much higher than she had intended, but she knew the rooftop was a prime meeting place for the employees. It would look like she was simply off to find someone.
As soon as the doors opened, though, she closed them again, hitting L for lobby. She waited, pulled the doors apart, then a second set of doors, and was glad to see the crawlspace and the machinery. She quickly ducked in, hating this part of the job as much as she always had.
There had been training back in her government job, and part of it had even included physically entering a building as part of a penetration test. But she’d always been more one to focus on covert attack infrastructure, kind of like a getaway driver of the team. Management had come as she rose up the ranks, and she’d learned more about each specialized role as she went.
Still, that didn’t mean she enjoyed it.
At least the wires and tubing here weren’t filthy, like some buildings she had helped infiltrate on the other side. Here she was able to move smoothly, carefully working her way down several floors to her real destination—the vault, as they called it.
She was even starting to believe this was going to go much smoother than she had originally thought. That is, until she turned her earpiece back on.
“We got a problem,” Swinger said, voice shaky. “Alice, you with me?”
“Yeah, I’m here,” she whispered, nervous she might somehow get caught.
“Well, I don’t know what you did, but we’re picking up an alarm. You’ll have PD soldiers crawling around there any minute. You need to get out.”
She breathed deeply, looking around at the elevator chamber she found herself in, then shook her head.
“I’m too close,” she said.
“Alice, dammit. Close doesn’t mean a damn thing if you get caught.”
“Sorry,” she said, and then switched off the comms from her side. She wasn’t about to turn back now.
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STEALTH: TAIPAN CHAMBERS
Stealth felt his eyelids flickering, vaguely aware of the dream of that man and woman after the fight in engineering, both of them saying they knew him. A shifting wind took away the space station, leaving the three of them drifting through space. Then they were all shouting, shooting, crawling for cover. Mechs stormed past, and the man turned to Stealth and shouted something about never dying before running out to take down an enemy. The woman was behind him a minute later, a massive missile launcher on her back unleashing on a drone that flew past. Several heat-seekers went after it, blasting it and one more out of the air.
A cold chill came over Stealth as he jumped up to join the fight, but then an explosion hit, rocking the ground, and he fell… fell… fell.
With a jolt, he was awake.
The pod door was open. A glance at the screen showed it was still the same evening, a couple hours later.
He swiveled his head from side to side, wondering where Trish was, why nobody was here to check on him. The room was empty, and he pushed his way out of the pod. The points where his body had been punctured by tubes were already healed, and he realized with his first step that he felt great.
Better than he could ever remember feeling.
He turned his head, cracking his neck, and shifted back and forth on his feet, feeling the muscles as if he was keenly aware of every one of them, as if they were at his full command. With a curious glance up, he squatted and then jumped, easily touching the ceiling. That had to have been at least ten feet up, he thought with awe. Whatever they had done to him, it had worked.
Someone cleared their throat, and Stealth spun to see Tropical at the doorway. He nodded with an amused expression, then cleared his throat again.
“Huh?” Apparently, Stealth realized, his mind was taking longer to wake up than the rest of him.
“Clothes,” Tropical said, gesturing. “Maybe put something on before jumping around like that next time?”
“Sorry, I didn’t hear you come in.”
Shouts of excitement echoed, two soldiers challenging each other to “Get some,” and then more shouts sounded.
“What’s happening?” Stealth asked, turning for his clothes.
“The team’s heading out. An alarm went off. Trish had to respond, so told me to check on you, that you should be coming out of there at any minute. Well, here you are.”
“Ready for action.”
“Are you?” Tropical shook his head. “Most of us take a day off, and you just came out….”
“Trop, I’m good. Did you see how I touched the ceiling?”
“Unfortunately, yes, I was watching. That image might be permanently scarred into my brain.”
Stealth laughed, then had the horrible thought of making a joke about erasing the image with the help of the machine. He decided against saying it out loud.
“Trust me, I’m ready,” he stated.
“Right, you say. So let’s get your feet wet. Suit up.”
“The mission?”
“A group of hackers made a move on the dome itself. You believe that?” Tropical ran a hand through his hair, then sucked in. “Might even be that same woman. The target you all failed so miserably to bring in.”
“We did our best,” Stealth lied.
“Yeah, well, now you’ve been upgraded. Now you can do better.”
The man left and Stealth followed him out, breaking off to the left to find his room and get suited up.
“Yo, newb had his cherry popped?” Pete asked, seeing him as he passed by the open door. “No way, you’re coming with?”
“You think I’d trust you all to get the job done?” Stealth laughed, slipping into the armor and feeling its embrace against his skin, moving with him to get the perfect fit.
Pete let out a fake laugh, then lowered his voice. “Hey, Bloodhound’s a bit sensitive about getting our butts kicked out there before. Don’t go, you know, rubbing piss in the wound.”
“Rubbing piss in the wound? Don’t you mean salt?”
“Would you rather not have someone rub piss on you, or salt?”
“Piss,” Stealth admitted with a laugh. “But I think you’re missing the point.”
“Point is, you understand?”
Stealth nodded, now stepping into the exoskeleton. “I feel like a million bucks, man. Nothing’s going to drag me down right now.”
“Moving out!” a voice called, followed by an echo of men and women shouting “Oorah,” as if they were Marines. He guessed enough of them had to have been, and once a Marine, always a Marine. Still, it felt wrong here.
Regardless, he found his rifle and strapped it on to the back of his suit, then ran out to join the rest of the team. They were already clearing out of the hall and into the passageways beyond. One of the Marines at the front was shouting about how to ride the hoverbikes, for newbs like Stealth.
“What’s that about?” Stealth asked Bloodhound when he found him among the others.
“Taipan Chamber moves, didn’t you get the briefing yet?” Bloodhound responded. When Stealth shook his head, the man added, “Comes out in different locations, too, so that none of those rebel slimes can make a move on us even if they tried. We’re deadly as hell, but blow us up or find a way to cast us out into space, we die like all the rest of ‘em.”
“Damn, smart.” He glanced about. “And… finding my way back?”
Bloodhound grinned, then pulled up Stealth’s wrist and hit one of the buttons on the armor. A holographic map illuminated, and he pushed it toward Stealth’s eye. After a scan, the map showed a red blip.
“There you go,” Bloodhound said. “Retina scanner, gets you back by letting you know where the location is. Changes every hour or so, give or take, so better to check when you’re actually ready to come back.”
“Glad I asked.”
“I was kind of hoping you wouldn’t,” Bloodhound admitted as they exited into a main hall, shoving miners aside to clear a path. “How funny would that have been.”
“Plenty for you, none for me.”
“The best kind,” Bloodhound said, then elbowed him. “Only playing with you, Fish. Having some fun.”
Stealth wasn’t sure he believed that the guy wouldn’t have been rolling at the thought of him lost out there, but he shrugged it off and continued, eager to get into the action. Even more eager to see if that woman was there again.
If not, his mind was already running with ways to find answers. Veles, for one, might be able to help, if Stealth could figure out where he was imprisoned. He might have to find those two Marines who said they knew him, the couple, if that’s what they were. He didn’t want to think about where that would take him, so hoped the woman would be here, at the battle, and he would get a chance to speak with her.
A realization hit him and he wanted to punch the air with joy. He hadn’t forgotten! Sure, he might have forgotten about other stuff, but this woman, the images he saw, all of that was still fresh in his mind. When they entered the room with the bikes, he grinned. This was going to be fun.
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ALICE: TITANIAN HIDEOUT
Guards were shouting in the distance by the time Alice made it out of the elevator shaft, but were now inaudible from the back room she had managed to enter via a scanner she had set up just for this purpose. When slid across an access panel, it acted as a jammer able to bypass any door with the same systems she had helped develop.
This door led her into the room adjacent to the server room, so she quickly found the section of wall where the seam in the middle could be moved. She kicked in the corner of it and worked her way in to place the eye behind an inner support beam, then switched it on before working to get the metal back in place. She then crawled up to where she was able to move onto the scaffolding above the layer of ceiling.
There she froze, eyes darting across the edge of what she could see of the server room. As well as she knew the security equipment here, and that would help her get past it, she also knew that she had to avoid setting off more alarms. If that happened, they’d be in here in a matter of seconds, and she’d be toast.
At least the eye was in place, so her team could start working whatever magic they could. But one thing was clear—they needed someone on the inside. How the hell they were going to accomplish that, she wasn’t sure yet.
What she was sure of was that Swinger was right. She needed to get out of there. The metal creaked as she worked her way away from the server room, very aware of the blasts of cold air rising up from that area. Two rooms over, another blast of cold air hit her, and she paused.
For the server room it made sense, but what was this? Some random room where the soldiers could chill off? She doubted it. Moving closer, she saw more security measures in place, including a heat sensor and something beeping she hadn’t had anything to do with.
This wasn’t on the maps, which meant she needed to get in there. She needed to find out what secrets they were keeping, but dammit, it wasn’t going to be today.
Instead she moved to the far side, away from the elevators, and pulled up her map. Her target was seven floors down, but she figured she didn’t have time to work her way along the girders and in between floors as originally planned.
An armory was nearby, according to her map. Just one floor below.
Making that her target, she worked her way across a beam, and then made her way between the floor and the next floor down, moving across a ceiling tile and then dropping again.
According to her map, this was it—the armory. If she could find a helmet and other PD gear, she could blend right in.
Only, none of that seemed to be here. Curious, she ran to the back wall, the top half of which was windows. Not windows to outside, though, she saw. Instead, this was a viewing room. She stood watching several scientists working on what appeared to be one of many robots. Either that, or some very intense body armor.
Project Destiny was expanding.
If her team ever had a chance of taking it down and exposing New Origins for what it was, they needed to make their move as soon as possible. As long as she wasn’t caught, today would be a big step in the right direction.
A door opened and she ducked, not sure if the soldier who had just entered the room below had seen her. He wore black and green body armor and an exoskeleton, along with a helmet with the faceplate pulled up. From what she had seen, he had a thick beard.
She slowly rose and peeked out over the wall to see that the soldier had been joined by two more. They were talking to one of the scientists, who was yelling that no, they hadn’t seen anyone come through and that they didn’t have access to this room.
“We’ll see what Nightshade has to say about that,” the PD soldier with a beard said, lowering his faceplate and turning to leave.
The others followed close behind, and Alice was about to turn when one of them glanced back her way. Faceplate up, he looked older than she remembered, but also stronger and more intense. His brown hair was hidden by the helmet, but she knew that pointed nose and curious eyes, those lips that had kissed her so many times, and that she had wondered if she would ever get a chance to kiss again.
Marick, her husband, was less than twenty feet from where she stood.
Her hands gripped the top of the half wall, pulling it tight as she fell to one knee, heart about to pound out of her chest and expose her. What then? Would he run to her, take her in his arms and smother her in kisses? Or, like Intrepid said they had done to him, had her husband also been part of a program that resulted in him losing specific memories?
She had to believe this to be the case, because otherwise there was no doubt in her mind about whether he would’ve come looking for her. Which meant that, if he saw her now, he would give her up.
That wouldn’t do.
“Yo, Stealth,” a deep voice called back, “no lingering.”
“Roger that,” Marick’s voice said, and then there was a muffled click of the door from the other side of the glass.
Lowering her head behind the wall and clenching her eyes shut, Alice tried to process the moment, unable to understand her own thoughts and what she was supposed to do now. This was what she had come for—answers. Well, now she had a very large part of the puzzle, the piece that mattered most to her.
The idea of getting into the server rooms never felt more urgent, but she knew what she had to do. It hit her like a PD soldier’s boot to the face.
Turning on her comms, she said, “Intrepid, Swinger, Yerbuna… what’ve you got?”
“It’s not easy,” Swinger said. “They’re throwing all sorts of defensive protocols up since the alarm went off, but they don’t know we’ve got the eye in there. And…”
“Tell her!” Intrepid’s voice came, full of concern and worry, so very not like him.
“There’s something you should see here,” Swinger said, hesitant. “But I think you need to get out of there first. This information, it might make you do something incredibly stupid.”
“For the love of—” Intrepid started.
“It’s okay,” Alice said, cutting him off. “If it’s about Marick, I know.”
“You know?” Intrepid asked.
“I just saw him. No, he didn’t see me, at least… I don’t think.”
“Oh God, I’m so sorry,” Swinger said.
“Alice…” Intrepid took a long moment, then sighed. “We’re getting him out of there.”
“Yes, and I have a plan. I need you to find out everything you can about this new arrival of recruits.”
“Recruits? PD recruits?”
“Yes,” she nodded enthusiastically, even though she knew they couldn’t see her. “That’s the key to all of this. I’ll tell you when I get out of here.”
With that she signed off, then made sure nobody was watching her before walking out of the closest door and making her way to the door just outside the workroom for the scientists. They were wearing blue jumpsuits and goggles, and she was glad to find several lockers outside the workroom where just such a uniform was hung, never to be worn by its owner again. She slipped it on over her other clothes, put on the goggles so that they rested on her head, and then made for the elevators.
If anyone knew exactly who they were looking for, she would be in trouble. But, based on the interaction she had just seen between the soldier and the scientist, she was willing to bet most of the people in the dome wouldn’t be quick to challenge her in this outfit.
More than anything, she wanted to turn around and find her husband. The man they now called “Stealth.” But that would come, and the next time she left this place, she told herself, it would be with him at her side, running off into the metaphorical sunset.
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STEALTH: THE DOME
Pete paused at the elevator, then turned back to face Stealth as he said, “Is this some form of newbie freakout? What’s up with you, man?”
Stealth jogged forward, joining them in the elevator and apologizing for spacing. They had continued to check the floor, with no luck.
“Must be what you said. Strange, being back in the dome.”
Pete and Bloodhound shook their heads, pressing the up button to join the others who had just radioed in and said they were on the roof.
They watched the lobby disappear beneath them. Most of the people were off to one side, being questioned. Only a couple of the PD soldiers and a female scientist were crossing the floor below.
Again his mind wandered. Had he seen her back there, and if so, why hadn’t he said anything? Dammit, he was a Taipan now. It was time he acted like one of the family, not whatever the hell this was. He wanted to punch himself, and yet, he had instinctively known that saying nothing was the right course. Relief had washed over him when he’d realized the other two hadn’t seen her.
Now he was starting to wonder if his mind was playing tricks on him, or if he’d really seen her at all. He had just finished with the pod enhancements before coming here, so it made sense that he might be having some issues with his mind.
The strange thudding of his heart, though—that was an entirely different emotion altogether.
“I know what you mean, kind of,” Pete said as the elevator approached the top floor. “About coming back now after training here, starting our first enhancements and all that. It’s a trip.”
Bloodhound grunted.
“That means he agrees,” Pete said with a laugh.
“You want me to get all nostalgic?” Bloodhound asked. “Get me out there, flying around in space instead of down here, then bring me back. I’ll get nostalgic for anywhere but here.”
Pete shook his head. “That too, man. If this is it forever, I’ll be happy as hell, sure. But we signed up to be out there, exploring. Making a difference.”
“Killing aliens,” Bloodhound added, and the two did a fist bump.
That was enough to pull Stealth back to the present. “I hope you two realize we might try to actually communicate with the aliens before killing them.”
“Right…” Pete said. “As if they wouldn’t kill us if given the chance. Although, I’ve always wondered… what if the aliens we discover are just like a bunch of dogs? Why not, right? I mean, before man discovered dogs and other animals, I’m sure finding them for the first time was quite confusing. Maybe aliens will be like that.”
“What?” Stealth said.
“Nah, I get it,” Bloodhound said. “Like the old days with Alexander the Great, and how they went to war with monkeys when they tried to move too far west. Because they thought they were little hairy people, not animals.”
“Exactly!” Pete was beaming now. “So what if we find a whole planet of just dogs or cats? What, we all suddenly have new pets, or are we going to spend thirty or fifty years trying to communicate with them? We never did that with our modern Earth dogs and cats… right?”
“No, I don’t think we did,” Stealth answered. “Though, some people definitely try.”
“What about dolphins?” Pete went on, not even really listening to the reply. “Maybe we find a planet of all water, inhabited by dolphins only? Oh, or mermaids!”
“First, it would be merpeople,” Bloodhound said. “Gotta have the men, or how would they have babies.”
“Nah, they’d have us!”
“There is so much wrong with what you just said,” Stealth said, shaking his head and glad to see the elevator doors opening. He had to admit though, Pete’s ridiculous conversation had been a nice distraction from his own confusing thoughts.
They found another team of Taipans, Nightshade at their center, giving them orders for where else to search. According to her, there was no doubt that the enemy was somehow in the dome. If they didn’t find her, that was their failure.
“Doesn’t she know we’re exhausted?” Pete asked under his breath.
“Speak for yourself,” Stealth replied.
“Ah, right. You just got out of the pod, you probably feel like you just slept for a year straight.”
Stealth nodded, but his mind was already wandering back to thoughts of the woman. He needed answers. He needed to know what he was doing here.
The only way to make that happen would be to get back to the prisoner, Veles, and find out what he could about the Marine couple who’d said they knew Stealth from before.
Who was he? What did they know?
“Tropical was right,” Stealth said, holding his head as if it were spinning. “I shouldn’t have come so soon after upgrades. I’m feeling weird.”
“Yeah?” Pete said, eyeing him suspiciously. “All right, then. When you get back, Trish will be there… so I better hear you went straight to sleep.”
“Promise,” Stealth said with a hand raised to his heart. Even though he had no intention of that at all. The way he figured it, he’d lost enough memories to not know what promises he had kept and hadn’t at this point. What’s one more? At least he had no intention of going back and banging Pete’s sister, and that was really what the guy seemed to care about anyway.
He made his way out of the building and found one of the Taipan Cruisers—basically flying motorcycles—that he’d arrived on. These things were slick, without wheels and able to maintain balance without worry. They had sensors to avoid accidents, but could easily hurt anyone who got in the way, as stopping fast required the use of thrusters.
Driving out and away from the dome, he had a feeling he was leaving something very special behind. He knew it was the woman, the mark… but didn’t understand why. Maybe the zealots had it right about destiny, or maybe she played into his life from before, from the days he couldn’t remember.
That’s why he needed answers, and why he had to talk to Veles. Many of the people in the West Ward were making for their homes or were already there by now, especially the families, as it was fairly late.
He spared a moment to look around this street, the very same he had thought so amazing when he had first been let out of the dome for personal time. Him, and the team of new arrivals. It had also been the first time he really started to think of Red as a friend. They’d visited one of the upscale restaurants, taking full advantage of the ridiculously high amount of credits New Origins allotted to PD soldiers. After a good laugh with other soldiers, one of the senior guys had tried to take them to one of the shadier parts of the station, to an establishment where pleasures other than food could be had for those very same credits.
Red had been the only other man to abstain, although his claims that he was doing so as a friend were later revealed to be more related to his personal tastes in gender. The women had been glad to see that not all of the new soldiers were into the sleazy life, and soon it was him, Red, and two of these women who formed a team of buddies out on the town. Oddly, one of the women had vanished one day, with no explanation given by the higher-ups, and the other was promoted the next day to planetary duty. Some soldiers were given the right to go to either Titan or Mars and be the faces of Project Destiny during the terraforming, though they were essentially high-class security details in case anyone got out of line.
Stealth had always wondered if her placement in such a detail had been to cover something up related to the other woman who had disappeared, but he never got any answers on the subject. When warned to drop it, he was a good soldier and did so.
Now though, riding through this part of town and seeing the spots they used to haunt, old questions arose again. There was also this new woman, the target, and she was certainly giving his mind new reasons to question everything around him.
He turned toward the middle of the station, moving out into the tunnel in the center of the ribs that offered a quick passage for those with vehicles. Not many had them, so it was basically a travel zone for the PD soldiers and higher-ups in New Origins.
Zipping past tunnels and doorways felt like he was flying. If he just went with it, without thinking, he could almost imagine these were his new powers. As if somehow the genetic modifications were turning him into some flying beast. The dragons in the training chamber were within him, he imagined, and he felt his rage starting to burn up through his chest.
The closer he got to the Taipan chambers—per the directions on his wrist map—the angrier he was. How could they do this to him? Take away his memories to this point, where a woman he clearly knew in some way was unrecognizable to him?
A flash rose up and he wanted to scream, but then it had him, causing a blur in his vision. He panicked. The turn to reach his destination was ahead, so he took it. But he was going faster than he realized, bike leaning hard and nearly hitting the wall in the docking chamber. Instead, it burned thrusters and pushed him away. Then he was back and the bike shut off, sending him flying to slam into the doors that separated the docking bay from the chambers.
He lay there, groaning, and then stood up. Certain that something had to be broken, he moved his arms, twisted his body, and smiled. Nothing. Even the pain he’d felt moments ago was gone.
Either he was extremely lucky, or the recent enhancements had done wonders for his ability to heal.
What had come over him? He moved to the doorway, mind racing with questions, when it popped open. Trish was standing there with a look of shock on her face.
“What the hell’s going on out here?” she asked.
“I just… landed a tad harder than planned.”
She cocked an eyebrow and then glanced past him. “The others?”
“Not yet. I needed to come back… felt a bit off, you know?”
“Is that so?”
He shrugged, then squeezed past her. “The prisoner, Veles, where can I find him?”
“I don’t think you have any reason to find him.”
Stealth glanced back, waiting. If he wanted to make this happen, he might have to trust someone. As far as he could tell, Trish was the least gung-ho here, and therefore possibly the most likely to help him when help meant going outside the normal channels.
“Our memories… Ever think it’s part of the plan?” he asked. “I mean, maybe New Origins sees value in their soldiers being separated from their pasts?”
“If it wasn’t on purpose, it wouldn’t be happening,” she replied.
“So you know? I mean, it’s true.”
She scrunched her nose in thought, then said, “Well, think about it. They can genetically modify you to heal, to be stronger and faster than makes sense. You don’t think they could figure out a way to make you keep your memories if they wanted to? At least they could tell us what came before in that scenario, but… nope, not happening.”
A dizziness came over Stealth as he thought about it, then nodded. “I need to see Veles. He knows where I can get these answers.”
“You’re insane. They’ll come after you, they might put you out of commission. I’ve seen it happen.”
“You’d send them after me?”
“God no!” She pulled him away from the door and let it slide shut behind them, then led him up the stairs to the back end of the simulation area. With a lowered voice, she said, “It’s why they don’t put me in the field anymore. Why Pete’s so protective. I was close to someone, a man who wanted to be with me but wouldn’t until he had answers. It makes sense—what if he had a family back on Earth, a wife, kids… and then he marries me only to find this out later? Well, he poked his nose around, and then… gone.”
“Gone? Gone where?”
She shrugged, clearly trying to be strong but unable to hide the glisten in her eyes. “This isn’t something I talk about, you need to realize that. And it isn’t something you should be thinking about. Just stop asking questions, before you disappear too.”
He considered that, nodded, and then said, “No way in hell.”
“You’re really going to do this? Don’t count me in. I’m not going down.”
“I don’t need your help. I just need you to step aside. Step out of the way, so I can get to Veles.”
With a sigh and then a glance down the hallway to her right, she moved to her left.
“Thanks,” he said, moving down the hallway she had indicated.
“Don’t thank me,” she said, turning and quickly walking out of there. “All I did was ensure you were okay and then got some sleep.”
He grunted in agreement, continuing on down the hallway.
The doors were all see-through, a thick glass with access points to talk with the prisoners. None were occupied, aside from the one that held Veles. Likely just a holding cell until they handed him over to New Origins for either placement in the bottom level, the brig, or they tossed him out into space.
“I have no answers,” Veles said when he saw Stealth standing there.
“All I need is more on those two, the couple who was with you.” Stealth stepped closer, removing his helmet so he could show his earnestness. “I just want answers… about who I am. Those two said they knew me.”
“Might as well welcome you to the darkness then, eh?” the man said with a discouraging laugh. “I’ll buy that with a side of one key to get me out of here.”
“I’m telling you the truth,” Stealth said. “This isn’t some ploy to get at your people. This is just one man standing before you, asking for help in remembering who he is.”
Veles assessed him, frowning, then came closer. They stood with only the glass between them, eyes unwavering.
“They really do a number on you in here, don’t they?” Veles said, finally looking away. He took a breath, closed his eyes, and then said, “You’re going to need to see the Heel.”
“Last I saw of her, she’s going to be in some serious need of help.”
“She’s hurt? Damn, you might be out of luck then.”
Medical?” Stealth pushed.
Veles shook his head. “She wouldn’t be caught dead there. Too easy for you all.”
“So where, then?”
Veles bit his lip. “You betray me on this, I’m going to find you. I’m going to—”
“I won’t. Save it.”
“So says you. But you’re right, so here I go, a leap of faith… Because we could use one of you on our side, and when you learn what they’re doing to you, you might come on over. If you try to walk right in there, they’ll eat you up. But here’s where you can find her—Os Dragoes have an agreement with the priestesses of Titanian, for medical needs such as this.”
“What you’re saying is, I need to find a way in with the Titanians, ask the Heel, and she can direct me to those two Marines?”
Veles sneered. “I’m saying that’s what you would have to do to find them. I’m not saying it’s possible.”
“And how, exactly, would I get access?”
“One way, really….”
“No, that’s not happening.”
“Stealth, is that what they call you?” Veles gave him a moment to consider how he knew that, then continued. “Without me, you have nothing. Basically, you’re breaking me out of here, or you’re not getting your answers. Your choice. Continue as you have been, or take the leap of faith with me.”
The two held each other’s gaze for a few more moments, then Stealth nodded.
“I’ll need the access key,” he said. “That’s the only way.”
“And you can get it?”
Stealth honestly didn’t know if he could, but he nodded. “I’m going to try.”
“Try and fail, you’ll be in here next to me, no doubt. Don’t try. Do.”
“You always talk like a fortune cookie?”
“A side-effect of leading Os Dragoes, I suppose,” Veles said with a chuckle. “But don’t let me hold you any longer. You have an access key to obtain.”
Stealth nodded and headed back up the hall. Trish hadn’t even wanted to tell him where this man was, let alone help him. Now he had to find a way to get help breaking him out.
Either way, he was quickly falling into this hole and needed to figure out if he was going to let it take him down. The way he saw it, he couldn’t go on without answers. So yeah, the darkness was looking like his only option.
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ALICE: TITANIAN HIDEOUT
All the way back to the Titanian hideout, Alice hadn’t been able to take her mind off of the excitement of the mission. She wasn’t going to let life pass her by anymore. It was time to grab it by the horns and show it who was boss.
She was careful to check her surroundings on the way back, and was soon in the hideout listening to the praise of her teammates. Carlos and Juanita had made it back earlier, and were the proud owners of a new PD soldier gun.
“So, about the new recruits?” Intrepid finally said, getting to business.
“There’s only one way we’re getting what we want,” Alice said. “I’m going in.”
“We just tried that…”
“No, I’m going in as one of them.” She glanced over at Swinger. “That activity at the docks, it’s a new arrival shipment. Fresh recruits. We’re going to find out who’s on there, and I’m going to take her place.”
“Assuming there’s a her onboard.”
“There always is.”
“And if this time’s the exception?”
Alice chuckled. “One of you will either have to take my place, or let me borrow something very precious of yours so that I pretend to be a man.”
Swinger gulped, sharing a worried look with Intrepid. “Let’s hope there’s at least one woman on board.”
“Fingers crossed,” Alice said with a wink.
“Fingers and legs,” Swinger countered. “I’m not letting you near me ever again. You’re scary.”
Alice sighed, done with her fun. “Don’t worry. I caught a glimpse at the manifest. There are three women recruits. We just have to find the one that most closely resembles me, then make the switch.”
“And then, what?” Intrepid asked. “You’ll walk up to Marick and expect everything to be how it was? It won’t be, and I’m not going to sit back and let him shoot his own wife… so you be careful.”
“All we need is answers, to find a way into that room and get everything they have off of the servers. The others here will have what they need on New Origins, and I’ll find out if there’s a way to reverse what they’ve done to Marick.”
“There might not be an answer. What then?”
“I have to try…”
Intrepid nodded, then wrapped her in his arms. She returned the hug, knowing it was more to comfort him but appreciating it nonetheless. If there was anything she could do to save her husband, she would do it or burn New Origins to the ground.
“Right,” she said, pulling back and turning to the screens. “Let’s see what we’ve got.”
“We’re going to need the information in the additional room, or whatever you can get in the server room,” Swinger said. “Nothing in here about the location of Scorpio and Norwal. But, lucky for us,” Swinger moved his hand across the display in front of him so that the images moved up to the larger screens, “something like a new arrival of recruits isn’t under the most intense security.”
There were three faces in front of them, one of them clearly Chinese, which would be harder for Alice to pull off. Luckily for her, the other two were pretty similar in appearance to herself.
“Looks like we have two choices,” she said, stepping closer to analyze their facial structure.
“Nope,” Swinger countered, highlighting a section of one of their bios. “Not unless you want to replace one of your legs with a prosthetic to match Gloria here.”
Indeed, it looked like the one named Gloria had one of those curved prosthetics that allowed for quick movement.
“And the other?”
“A bit of a firecracker,” Swinger said, reading through the notes left by her last commander. “In the Marines, she was a badass but faced charges more than once for disorderly conduct and, get this, public nudity.”
“Okay, I can do the first part. Sorry boys, but not the latter.”
“Cue the nervous laughter,” Intrepid said with a chuckle. “So…” He squinted, reading the screen. “Plain Jane it is, huh? Jane Lenz, it looks like.”
“Corporal in the Marines, came from a small town in Oregon…” Swinger laughed. “Small towns, do those still exist?”
“In Oregon, no less,” Alice said, reading the rest. “I mean, I can pull off most of this. It’s not like I’ll have to fight like a Marine unless it gets crazy, and then I just pull back and make a run for the server rooms, claiming I’m there on orders, right? Hightail it out of there the first chance I get, once we have what we’re going for.”
Intrepid sighed, giving her a long look. “You’re sure about this?”
She nodded, wanting to say it was the only way she could get close to Marick, or Stealth, as his teammates called him now. He was a Taipan, apparently. But as long as she was on the inside, she could find a way to get him by himself and see what he remembered, if anything.
“Let’s get some rest, then,” Yerbuna said, nodding to the clock on the left corner of the screen. It was late, and they’d had a crazy day. “The ship arrives at the docks tomorrow morning. That doesn’t give us much time to get you ready and form a plan around you taking her place.”
“Agreed,” Alice said, finally letting the exhaustion wash over her. They all made for the chambers where Yerbuna said they could sleep, ready for the big day ahead of them.
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STEALTH: TAIPAN CHAMBERS
Stealth figured the best way to make his move on releasing Veles was to get on Trish’s good side, then convince her that he needed help. Pointless, probably, considering she had already told him she didn’t want to be involved. But how else?
The others had yet to return. He wasn’t sure how long he had.
If he simply appeared to be training, she wasn’t likely to suspect anything of him. She would figure he’d given up, and was blowing off steam.
“Can you check the stats for me?” he asked, peeking his head into the room where she was monitoring a screen with green dots moving around.
She glanced back and smiled. “Sure, sure.”
“What’s…” he started, but realized it as he was asking. “You have trackers on us?”
“The suits,” she replied. “Of course. We have to keep tabs on our investments, don’t we?”
He shrugged, finding that very unsettling, considering what he was planning on doing. “Makes sense.”
“This is your first time in the sim since you got the most recent upgrades,” she said, pulling up her wrist screen and looking over the stats. “You’re going to be in for a surprise, I’d wager.”
“Yeah?” Good, get her in the right mood. They exited the room and he glanced back, noting that the green dots were still in the area of the dome. He figured he had at least an hour… probably.
“So… got that out of your system, did you?” Trish asked as they went through the hall. She opened the door and waved her hand over her wrist screen, watching as the room turned into the regular space sim. Without waiting for an answer, she said, “I have an idea… let’s up the sim, shall we?”
“That’s possible?”
“Stealth, if we only ever practiced in the same way, how would we grow?”
He shrugged. That made sense.
“I’ll be on the other side, monitoring,” she said with a wink, then left him to it.
He stepped into the room as the space around him darkened. A form appeared next to him—Nightshade. She turned to him, her mask glowing, and then nodded before running to jump to the next ledge. As she leaped, he saw a flash of light at her ankle. Of course, she was part of the sim.
So what, just a chaser? He figured that wouldn’t be so bad, so he ran and jumped after her. But as he landed, he saw that she had turned back at him and pulled a gun. Tracer rounds went off, hitting him. Even though it was a simulation, his suit reacted, throwing him back so that he fell mid-jump to the ground below.
Only this time it wasn’t the puff of air he’d landed on in the past. He hit with a thud, and groaned. All around him was tall grass, something slithering through it. Okay, he could see how this training simulation worked better for actual combat, but was already pretty sure he didn’t like it.
The slithering was audible now, and he pushed himself up. Running, he leaped for the closest pillar just as a serpent appeared from the grass, open mouth and fangs coming for him. His newfound strength pushed him farther than before, and he landed almost at the top of the pillar, his suit adding the extra thrust needed to make it.
But there were two other soldiers up there, each aiming in at him. Damn. He knew his skills were better now, though, so he relied on them. Sprinting forward, he leaped into the air and twisted as he went. His surroundings spun and red tracer rounds went past in a blur. He landed on a pillar two over from where he had been, and then Nightshade came for him, knife in hand, thrusting and stabbing.
Every move she made was closer to hitting him, no matter how fast he dodged. As in real life, she was faster, stronger. So he had to think outside the box, not fight here as he would fight anyone else.
As the next strike came, he grabbed a nearby rope and used it to wrap around her wrist to catch the knife. While it didn’t make actual contact, as Nightshade wasn’t really there, it acted as if it had and the knife fell. Stealth hit her with a forward kick that sent her flying, and didn’t hesitate before running and leaping for the next pillar.
His speed and power in the jump were unlike anything he’d ever experienced. A rush filled his limbs and chest, similar to the feeling of the pump after a good workout.
But as the pillar approached, he realized it was moving. No, not moving, but covered in those snakes. One rose up to meet him and he thrust his hands forward. At the action, two blades emerged, one from each arm, and he cut into the snake. They were only simulated blades, but it was still amazing. He landed and was spinning, slicing, dicing, separating snake heads from snake bodies three at a time. More kept coming, though, and he realized all he had to do was clear a path and he was free.
He ran, arms flying, and then leaped again, clearing the course at the same time as Nightshade appeared at his side. This time, instead of fighting, she saluted, then vanished.
Lights went on and the door behind him opened. Trish nodded, looking at her screen, then moved her hand over it so that it vanished.
“Not bad. I’m impressed.”
“That was better than not bad,” he said, chest still heaving and adrenaline running. “Did you see me in there? I was a monster!”
She laughed, then gestured him out with her. “Going again?”
“Maybe, just… have to catch my breath.”
“Sure, sure.” She eyed him again, then said, “You know, I just checked. The rest of the team will be here in about ten minutes.”
That killed his buzz real fast. Ten minutes wasn’t much time, especially not to play it as he had. What now? Seduce her? That thought almost made him laugh, though it was in theory possible, judging how she had acted at least somewhat flirtatiously earlier.
He didn’t have it in him, though, and knew it would require too much acting.
Instead he sighed, realizing the honest route was really the only route for him. As much as he hated it, he had to tell her.
“Here it is…” He hesitated, watching her face for signs of betrayal or mistrust.
“Yes?”
Unable to read what was there, he continued. “If we only have ten minutes, we need to act now.”
“I knew it,” she said with a laugh and a shake of her head. “Dammit, I knew it. All of this, what, to get on my good side?”
“You can live your life without knowing what you left behind, fine. Not me.”
“You know it’s not like that… but we’re here for a reason. We’re here to see that the aliens don’t get a jump on us, that—”
“For all we know, we’ve already met aliens and don’t know, because we don’t remember a damn thing!”
She blinked at that. Maybe she had never considered that possibility?
“Listen,” he continued, “for all we know, none of this is real. They’re manipulating us, taking our memories because they want to use us for some crazy scheme, I don’t know what. But as it is, we are effectively slaves. Don’t be the one that withholds the key to my freedom.”
For a long moment she stared, then shook her head. “I can’t believe you. What do you need? What could I possibly give you that would be this so-called key of freedom?”
“The key to my freedom… is the key to Veles’s freedom.”
“Hold the hell up.” She took a step away from him, expression scrunched up with wide eyes, as if she’d been betrayed. “You’re sitting here telling me this so that you and Veles can walk out of here? For what? Dammit, and don’t you lie!”
“Have I lied at all here?” He gestured around them. “Who has lied, them or me? I’m the only one here not lying to you.”
“DAMMIT!” She turned, tossing over the white sofa, then spun back on him. “You’re new here, so… so how about we pretend none of this happened, huh? Just… get some sleep.”
“I can’t.”
She glared at him, then tilted her head and gave him a smile. “Another way, then. Maybe you need a rinse after all that action? Hmm? I can join you, we can… you know, and forget this ever happened.”
“Trish, please…?”
“You know my brother will kill you. Him and the others you could instead call your friends, they’ll come after you, hunting you down.”
“And you? Don’t you want answers?”
“I don’t want to be involved.”
“Don’t you want the truth?”
“I can’t handle the truth!” she screamed at him, backing away. “You think knowing will be better? Then what, huh? You think you can find a way to escape after New Origins knows you’ve betrayed them? You’re on a space station, dammit. The only way out of here is on a shuttle to one of the other space stations, controlled by New Origins’s allies, don’t forget, or through the space elevator, which is also highly controlled and monitored. Oh, I remember another way out of here… death. Just leap out of an air lock right now and save us all the trouble, why don’t you? Because if you’re not gonna, I can go grab a DD4 and end it right here for you. But don’t you dare ask me to go on the run with you, searching for answers, because I don’t want the damned answers.”
As much as he hated to admit it, she had a point. There was nothing he could do with the information even if he had it. There were lots of places to hide on the space stations, but the only reason New Origins didn’t crack down on the criminal activity as it stood was to keep up the façade that they weren’t slavers. And also because they needed the black market and what came with it.
It was part of who they were, as the system.
But if he went into hiding, he didn’t doubt it wouldn’t take them long to find him. And what good would that do? He’d sit in some cell, knowing something he didn’t know before, maybe.
Or maybe… maybe he’d be with her? The woman from his memories. Possibly the same woman he had seen twice now. The target.
He didn’t give a damn if it cost him his life, he had to know. He had to figure this out.
“Please?” he asked. “You don’t want it, but I do. I need it. You can kill me, sure… but that’s the only way to get me to stop this, and I don’t think you want to kill me. I think you want me to find my answers, because you’re too damn scared to find your own. Live through me, Trish. Help me do this.”
There were tears in her eyes, but as he realized that, he also realized his own vision was blurred. Wiping his eyes, he turned to her again. She was holding out something. A small access key, round and magnetic.
“Hold it to the pane,” she said. “When the screen comes up… Six, four, nine, three. Got it?”
“What about you?” he asked, slowly taking the key.
“You hit me. You whupped my ass and took it. Pressured the numbers out of me.”
“No, Trish—”
“Shut up. Go. I’ll make it look realistic. Just… go.”
“I can’t let you,” he protested, but she had already turned and slammed her face into the wall, cursing as she turned back with a line of blood on the wall and dripping down her brow. As he stared, it healed.
“Go.” She turned again, and he couldn’t watch. He wanted to stay and stop her, but she was committed. “And, Stealth…?”
“Yeah?”
“Leave the suit, or they’ll track you.”
He nodded and ran into the hall, where he removed the suit and exoskeleton, having only his regular uniform on underneath.
When he returned to the cell, he did as she had commanded. To his relief, the cell opened, much to a very surprised Veles.
“You better be worth it,” he said, pulling Veles out. “If I find out you’re lying, or if you betray me, you’ll pay.”
Veles smiled at him, and then was pulled along as they exited. “Believe me, soldier boy, I owe you one. In the circles I’m part of, that means something. Unlike here.”
“Just shut up and lead the way.” Stealth sat the man in front of him on one of the hover cycles, told him to give directions, and then they were off. His only solace was in knowing that Trish wouldn’t be really hurting herself, just creating the blood trail to sell the story. Part of him hated himself for allowing it to go down as it had, and the rest of him saw no other way.
If possible, he’d find her someday and make it up to her. Maybe with her own freedom, her own answers without a place like this to keep her enslaved. He hoped.
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ALICE: TITANIAN HIDEOUT
Alice hadn’t been able to sleep most of the night. She woke up over and over, each time with a different dream of what it would be like to reunite with Marick again. He was there, right there, as if she could just reach out a hand and grab his, pulling him to her.
In one dream, she’d been back in their kitchen, watching the spaceships soar through the air as they arrived to bring in new recruits. It hadn’t been his turn yet, at that point, but he had the yearning, the itch to explore space, to be up there with the best of them. She had wrapped her arms around him and kissed the back of his neck as he sat there, watching.
“You’ll make it,” she told him. “You always achieve whatever you set your mind to. Got me, didn’t you? And I was way out of your league….”
He turned, laughed, and pulled her in for a kiss. “You still are. Why do you stay with me?”
“Because it’s not true, and because there’s nobody more perfect for me than you are. I admire your determination, you know that?”
“Me?” He scoffed, standing to get more coffee. “You’re going to be CEO within the year, if you keep it up. Don’t think I haven’t heard what they say of you at the Christmas parties.”
“I do what I can,” she’d replied. But then the dream had started to morph. Now PD soldiers were storming through her apartment, shouting commands and throwing her table and the coffee pot against the wall, and her husband wasn’t to be seen.
Spiders crawled out of the PD soldiers’ uniforms, covering the floor and ceiling, scurrying across Alice’s legs, up to her mouth, and then inside.
That’s when she woke, shaking, and threw herself out of bed. No spiders, thank God.
Of course, she hadn’t been able to go back to sleep after that. Instead she pulled up the information on her target, the woman that she would become in the morning.
Jane Lenz. Thirty-four years old and with hair only slightly shorter than her own. No freckles. In fact, this woman looked more like Alice’s true self than she did right now, in her disguise. The file said she had joined out of college, even went into details about a boyfriend who had tried to convince her not to, a young man in the government. Why that was significant, Alice wasn’t sure.
She continued to assess the papers, reading all she could until the lighting began to do its best to resemble sunrise. Others started stirring, but by then she was already up and had her appearance ready to go.
“Last chance to change your mind, honey,” Yerbuna said, still arranging her orange and gold robe. “Once you get in there, you’re not going to have communications with us. The only way to get out is to come running.”
Swinger entered, adjusting himself inappropriately and then grinning when caught. He took a seat behind one of the screens and pulled up the information on the docks.
“Saw you couldn’t sleep,” he said, nodding to Alice. “Me neither, most of the night. Looks like I was able to make good use of it, too.”
“What’ve you got?” Yerbuna asked.
“A list of soldiers, and letters to their loved ones.” He nodded, opening a few of them. “Alice here wasn’t the only one to be notified about a deceased who, according to this, never died. If everyone back on Earth knew about this….”
“It can’t be legal,” Alice said, growing furious. “If the government found out—holy….”
“What?”
“Alice’s sister!” Intrepid said, leaning against the doorway.
“She’s just started out, but yeah, FBI. If we can get this information to her, somehow.”
“No way we’re getting a message like this off station,” Intrepid said. “Sorry to be a downer.”
“Nothing new,” Swinger pointed out, which was entirely true.
“And yet… if there was a way.”
“What is it you’re thinking?” Yerbuna asked. “Wait, no… you mean to go to Earth?”
“When I get him back,” Alice said, “I’m not staying here.”
“Him?”
She stared around, wondering who here was aware of the situation with Marick, and who wasn’t.
“There’s another reason Alice wants to go in there,” Intrepid said. “She saw him.”
Alice nodded. “We have Scorpio to rescue, and Norwal… and my husband.”
“He is one of the soldiers,” Yerbuna said, nodding as she got it. “All the pieces fall together, now.”
“Find them first,” Swinger said. “Don’t forget. You get them out of there, then go for your man. Once you’ve exposed yourself like that, there might not be room for anything else.”
Intrepid scoffed. “Did you just basically tell her to get them free first, because she’ll be a prisoner after that?”
Swinger shrugged. “She’s committed. I’m not sure it’s a great idea, but I’m not going to talk her out of it. There’s the fact that trying to get to a PD soldier is more dangerous than simply finding out where our friends are being held.”
“He has a point,” Alice said, cutting off Intrepid’s further attempts to argue. “And don’t worry, I’ll get them.”
“Come on, then,” Intrepid said, gesturing for Alice to follow him.
“To where?”
He laughed. “As much as you think you knew about your husband, being married to a Marine doesn’t mean you really know how to be a Marine. You want to be this Corporal Lenz, you need to understand what it means to be a Marine. That’s where I come in.”
“The ex-Marine,” Swinger said.
“No such thing,” Intrepid growled, earning him a laugh from Swinger.
“Just messing, just messing. If you haven’t said that a thousand times, I’m not the sexiest man on this space station.”
Nobody knew how to respond to that, so Alice stood and gave him a friendly nod. Then she followed Intrepid out of the room to begin her training while the rest continued to get everything in place for the big operation.
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STEALTH: TITANIAN HIDEOUT
Dammit, man,” Stealth hissed, crouching behind Veles, “where are you taking me?”
They had been on the move most of the night, dodging along corridors after ditching the bike. Veles had insisted it likely had a tracker. Now they were ducked down beside a building that led out into the open deck of stalls with greasy-smelling foods, overworked miners, and …
“We’re not going to make it on our own,” Veles said, leering back at him. “As the leader of much of the underground, I have certain strings that need pulling if we’re going to get you to the Heel. Patience.”
“You have so many connections, why are you hiding?”
“Because, my dear boy, like you I am a wanted man by our good ol’ Project Destiny friends. Even the most connected individuals are basically the walking dead when targeted up here. By now, your friends are most certainly aware of my escape, meaning both of us have a price on our heads, I’m sure.”
“Ahhh,” Stealth nodded in realization, “meaning you have to be careful about which of your regulars to trust.”
“Some of them would be more than willing to hand me over for a price. Others would fetch their own price, if not for my protection. Meaning, they owe me one.”
“You’ve paid off someone in PD?”
Veles chuckled at that. “I hope it’s your memory loss that makes you so ignorant. Someone in PD? Try all of PD. Basically, the higher-ups at New Origins know not to mess with me. That is… until they feel they can simply be rid of me. Take my money and put someone in my place, someone more in line with their ways of thinking. There will be a reckoning for last night, you can count on that.”
“Don’t make me regret breaking you out.”
“Again, here you go saying something stupid.” Veles patted him on the head like a child, though Stealth swatted the hand away. “Think about it, Mr. Soldier Boy. These same people I’m saying will pay are the ones who you’re out to get. Or if you aren’t yet, you soon enough will be.”
“Stop calling me boy, and even more, stop treating me like a child. I may be missing some memories, but not a single one of those memories has to do with beating you to a pulp.”
“And yet, you wouldn’t. You are too much of a nice soul, I believe.”
Stealth frowned, unable to argue with that. “We have to move. If Nightshade finds us, we’re done for. You understand this, right?”
“What you all have done to your bodies… is unthinkable.” Veles considered him, unsure, then nodded. “But we have our ways of fighting back, toys not yet fully put to the test. Perhaps the time has come.”
“You want to fight the likes of her with toys?”
“You’ll see soon enough.”
Veles motioned to a door that had just opened on the far side. A dim, purple light shone through, and a man was staring out. The man was bald, half of his face shining in the light as if made from metal. When he nodded, it was clear that was exactly the case.
“That, my boy, is a man I like to call Set,” Veles said, motioning for him to follow before darting off for the door.
“As in the gods of violence and disorder?” Stealth asked, coming to a stop next to Veles as they halted beside a cart of various spices. “How original.”
“He goes for the other meaning of it, the god of foreigners. In one story, Set sailed with Ra himself to appeal to the serpent of chaos.” He gestured to the doorway, where the man had pulled back, watching them closely but careful to stay out of the spotlight. “Our man Set here is like that, in a way. He will accompany me as I put a stop to chaos, which in this case is New Origins. He’s our toy maker.”
“You don’t speak normal. Anyone ever tell you that?”
Veles chuckled, watching as a PD bike flew past on the other side of the stalls. When it was gone, he moved for the door, Stealth at his heels. The man shared quick words with Set. They glanced back at Stealth, then held up a screen that did a quick scan of him. More hushed chatter, and then the two stepped in, both turning and waiting for Stealth to follow.
Once he was inside, a woman closed the door, and the three of them stared at him, waiting. The lines of the walls emitted purple light, and the room was filled with all manner of weapons on display. A quick scan showed some that were clearly stolen from the PD soldiers, others that could only be black market. Either they were selling this to any lowlife who could afford it, or preparing an army.
“What is this?” Stealth asked.
“You wanted answers?” Veles asked. “We can get them for you, but we want something in return.”
Stealth waited, figuring it best to let them speak first in this regard.
“We can help you,” Set said, his voice thick with an otherworldly feel, his yellowed eyes almost glowing in the purple light. “You’ve had the Taipan upgrades?”
“At least started them, yes.”
“That’ll do.” Set nodded to the woman, who turned to a seemingly normal wall. When she lifted her hands, a screen appeared before her and she pressed in a code. The screen went green, then closed, and the wall slid apart.
Arguing about this didn’t make sense. If Stealth stepped away now, where did that leave him? He’d abandoned his tribe, broken out one of the most dangerous people on this station. And most of all, he wanted answers.
Even if this was a trap, he didn’t see how he had any other choices at the moment.
The others entered first, him following. Now he saw where the purple glow was really coming from—a large glass ball in the center, filled with light. The light inside the ball turned, circling and moving out, then reshaping, as if testing its constraints.
“You are among the first humans to see this,” Set said, walking around to the other side of the light so that he faced Stealth. “Before we go further, though, I have to hear you say it.”
“It,” Stealth said, jokingly.
A look of anger flashed over the man’s face, replaced a split-second later by the calm that he wore so well. “In this case, it being that you have abandoned the Project Destiny forces, that you will work against them in order to take them down.”
“I don’t work for you.”
“You don’t have to, as long as you are against them.”
“I…” Stealth stood, eyes flashing from one of them to the next, then the woman, and back again. “There’s no reason for me to do this.”
“None that you’re aware of yet,” Veles said, but then turned to the woman. “Tell me, Juanita, what is it your team has discovered?”
The woman stepped forward, eyes staring at him fiercely. Stealth could see her more clearly now, and realized she wasn’t more than a teenager.
“They take your memory on purpose, you and the rest of them,” she said. “They turn you into super soldiers, able to heal, stronger than anyone has ever been… but at the price of your soul.”
“You don’t remember her, do you?” Set asked, looking down at the screen that Juanita had just sent to him. When Stealth frowned at the teen, Veles laughed. “Not her, no. I mean your wife.”
“Excuse me?”
Set pulled up his wrist screen and then swiped his hand so that images floated before them.
“Interesting,” Veles said, stepping around to each, scanning them.
“Her…?” Stealth said, eyes frozen on an image of the woman he had seen before. Alicia Carter, it said her name was. And then there was him, staring back with a much younger, excited look to him—thinner, but definitely him. He wore his Marine uniform, the name Carter there… and that was a memory he could recall, his time as Staff Sergeant Carter. The name above it, though, said Marick Carter.
So he wasn’t just Stealth. He had a first name, one he knew must’ve been out there, but had managed to elude him.
“According to your file,” Set said, “which a group that calls themselves The Looking Glass has obtained through a recent break-in at the dome, you had a wife, you had a life. This woman.” He gestured to the image of Alicia, who he now knew so well.
“She goes by Alice, now,” Juanita said. “Her call sign, or code name. Hacker name? Whatever it is—”
“You’ve met her?” Stealth asked, trying to process all of this. His head was pounding, his ears itching, and his eyes on the verge of watering.
Juanita nodded.
“She’s out there,” Veles said, wrapping an arm around Stealth—no, Marick. “New Origins stole her from you. Not just her, but the memories of her. You have become their slave. Now is your chance to break free.”
Marick turned, holding his head in his hands. He could see the picture of Alicia, knew it was her, knew they had shared a life… and yet, none of it was returning to him.
How anyone, or any company, could do this to someone, he was sure he’d never understand. What he did know, however, was that it couldn’t continue. He needed to get to her, to take her away from this place. Maybe then they could rebuild, start over.
Maybe even find a way to get his memories back.
“I’m in,” he said. “Whatever it takes, I’ll do it.”
“Great,” Veles replied, and then they all turned to look at the shifting purple ball of light.
“Now, what exactly am I looking at here?”
“Set, if you could.” Veles motioned for the bald man to explain.
“We, er, have our sources on Titan,” Set said. “While not religious, we are very connected to both the miners and the Titanians, and so when this was discovered, we were front and center.”
“It’s alien?”
“We believe it’s matter, not life. In fact, it started with mining what we thought was ice under the surface. It came out more as crystals, and when we conducted tests on it, fortunately in a controlled environment, this is what we came up with. Basically, a new form of energy, a new element, maybe? I don’t know what to call it. Maybe those on Earth would have ideas, but….”
“But nobody knows about it but you all,” Marick said, catching on.
“Earth has its own agenda, while New Origins has the PD super soldiers. If we hope to stay in the game, we need an advantage.”
“And somehow, you think this will be that advantage?” Marick asked.
“We’ve been conducting tests. Unfortunately… test subjects have gotten hurt.”
Now it made sense. “You need me because I’m stronger, able to heal…?”
“Precisely,” Veles said. “You help us figure this out, we help you. Understand?”
“You scratch my back, I massage the hell out of yours? Sure, yeah, why the hell not.”
Veles laughed, smiling wide to show his yellow teeth. “Wonderful. I believe it’s time, then, to show you the real toys. Well, for now it’s mostly the one.”
He turned and pulled out a harness, which he began to strap to Marick. It had its own exoskeleton for support, and fit over his uniform snugly enough without body armor. The shoulders were thick, where the technology was, most likely. Then they put a headpiece on.
“An explanation would be great right about now,” Marick said, trying to figure out what they had put on his body.
“Sure, sure, but first… walk with me, see how it moves.” Veles adjusted something on the arm of the exoskeleton, and a screen popped up in front of Marick’s eyes, projected from the headpiece. It read “location set.” Then Veles led him into the front room where they paused, the man beaming with anticipation.
“The energy back there, we’ve harnessed it in a way none of us would have expected,” Veles said, his voice uncharacteristically excited.
“You’re telling me…” Marick’s eyes fell to the suit and he had a sudden urge to tear it off.
“Yes, it’s inside the suit. Just a small amount, in crystal form. When you activate it, the energy will become kinetic, and… well, why don’t we find out.”
“First, what happened to the others who tried this? The non-mods?”
“Burned, sent to medical… those who survived.”
“Are you fu—”
But Veles hadn’t waited for him to finish that, instead hitting a selection on the exoskeleton again. The screen returned, a series of images flashing by and then landing on one that read “Teleportation,” with a percentage showing charge levels, and more.
“…cking... serious,” Marick muttered as he watched the numbers rise. Fifty-five percent…. Ninety… Then, fairly fast, it reached one hundred percent. Full.
Veles gulped, stepped back, and stared, eyes wide. A glance down showed Marick’s legs were gone, his lower torso vanishing in what looked like blue, glowing blocks. And then the purple kicked in. With a flash, the room was gone.
No, not the room—him. And then he was back in the first room, gasping for air as pain shot through him. A quick, searing pain, like being burned… and then it was gone.
The door burst open and Veles darted in, hands out, mouth open. “It worked! Oh my GODS! IT WORKED!”
“The healing was in process when he arrived,” Set said, walking around Marick, analyzing him like a lab rat. “It looked like he was about to boil, to burst like the others, but… it worked.”
Marick stood there, staring at the floor, then slowly lifted his eyes to Veles. “You could have killed me.”
“But instead, I’ve delivered you from the clutches of New Origins, haven’t I?”
Marick strode forward, hand raised to punch the man right in the throat. “But you could have killed me! You didn’t even warn me, you just—”
“This one’s yours.”
That put him in his place. Marick stumbled back, choking on his words. He glanced around, looking at the bald man and the teen, realizing what this meant. “I effectively join your ranks?”
“You have reason enough to take down New Origins. We’ve made several of these suits, but need the mods. If you can find a way to get us in to enhance ourselves to be able to use them, even just a couple of us,” he shared a look with Set at that, “we would be in your debt, and consider this first suit a payment well deserved. Without you, it’s worthless, after all.”
Nothing he said was untrue, so why did it put such a heavy feeling in his heart? Yet, Marick had signed up for experiences just like this. As far as he knew, he was the first human to ever teleport. It could be the key to finding Alicia, to getting out of here.
“How does it work?” he asked with a grin.
The others smiled, thrusting out their hands to welcome him to the team.
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ALICE: THE DOCKS
A false sunrise formed on the glass overhead, the sounds of birds chirping emitting from speakers. It was almost like a real morning back home. Sometimes, whenever New Origins decided it was to be spring, they would even send fake cherry blossoms blowing in the wind.
Alice was glad that wasn’t this day, because today she wanted to be focused, not lost to nostalgia or emotions. She didn’t want to think of the time Marick had taken her to Japan to see the cherry blossom festival, how they’d ridden that small sunset dinner cruise boat along the canal between the trees. It had been the perfect evening of magic and mayhem—the mayhem part a thing she didn’t mind thinking about right now.
She’d torn it up that night, and thinking back on moments like that did the opposite of making her sad and emotional. A surge of pride ran through her, and she felt she could roar, that no matter what they threw at her, she was ready.
Judging by the location of the oncoming ship, she had damn well better be, too. While there were space elevators to Japan from the two main space stations, bringing up recruits by ship was still faster.
It was too bad she had to leave her earpiece out, because right now she would’ve loved to hear what her teammates were discussing. She approached the shadowed side of the docks. Standing behind them, she wasn’t likely to be spotted as she waited.
Others claimed she was nuts, but she always thought new recruit day had a distinct smell to it. Maybe it was the anticipation in the air, or people on the space station all bathing as they knew that new people were coming. Maybe they hoped to meet their new spouse among the groups of miners that sometimes came as well. She had no idea, but swore it smelled different—more like talcum powder and clamshell soaps.
A glance over to the loading area showed her that Oliver was right in place, a Titanian man with him. They had infiltrated the dock workers, and would deliver this Jane when the time came. Sitting there and waiting was a pain, but at least she wasn’t about to be drugged and then carried off to be sedated by the Titanians until Alice’s mission was over.
The transport ship pulled up alongside its loading dock, made berth, and then the passengers started unloading.
“Come on,” Alice said to herself, hands starting to shake with anticipation. “Any minute now.”
She moved forward and then froze at the sight of her Corporal Lenz. Unfortunately, she was walking with the other two females, sharing a nervous laugh as they glanced around at their new home.
Wonderful. Not only would Alice have to play the part, she had to pretend to know these two, somehow.
Her teammates were on the move, slowly making their way after them. Alice got in position, lips feeling parched and a low ringing forming in her ears. The damn smell like talcum was overpowering—though she couldn’t be quite sure it was really even there.
The women recruits were close, and Alice tensed. All she had to do was move in, ensure the uniform was a fit and check for anything else out of place, and then blend back with the other two.
As she got ready, watching Oliver as he prepared to leap, a voice called out.
“You three, in here,” a woman said, gesturing aside. “Ain’t having a man check you, unless that’s your preference.”
Jane chuckled, but the other two looked at her like she was immature, all of them following the lady. Great, Alice’s double laughed at moments like that. Noted, but not appreciated.
Now the three were following a senior PD officer off of the expected trajectory, meaning Alice would have to think fast here. Instead of going with the original plan, she hurried, walking along with her head down, and came right up beside the target.
She glanced back at Oliver and pointed to the hiding spot she had started from, then picked up the pace. The woman wasn’t behind the others, so Alice took one of her money chips and flicked it so that it hit her in the rear end. The woman jumped and turned, pausing as the other women moved in front of her. In those quick seconds, Alice had caught up, and bumped her with a quick hip check.
Jane stumbled, almost catching herself. But Oliver was there, grabbing her as he put a cloth over her mouth and dropped down over the side of the ledge at the same time.
There hadn’t been much time for Alice to ensure she looked like Jane, but she saw at one glance that it was close enough. She fell to one knee and coughed on purpose. When the other two looked back, she waved them off, holding up a finger for them to give her a minute.
“You’re sure?” one of them asked.
“Still recovering from the ride,” Alice replied, trying to cough while she spoke, to mask her voice. The women turned and kept going, and she sighed in relief.
A quick “Psst” came from the area where Oliver had taken the real Jane, and a moment later a wrist piece slid out. She’d forgotten about IDs and all that. She checked it, and was pleased to see it stocked and ready for use, with more than just identification. This woman had enough credits to last her a year without working—which was good, because after this, she might need it.
Alice shook her head at what she was doing. But she could justify it in the fact that she was, in a way, saving the woman. That didn’t always make such actions easier, though, when you knew the subject wouldn’t see it in such a positive light.
Slapping the wrist piece over her own, Alice double-timed it into the side room where the two women were just now entering. She managed to slide in right after the one with the prosthetic leg.
Staring at them was the woman who had brought them in here… and Nightshade herself. Alice gulped, suddenly regretting this. While she had wiped off the freckles and taken other steps to closely resemble the new recruit, she still had a feeling Nightshade was above all that, as if she could see into one’s soul.
Reminding herself that Nightshade was just human, too, Alice stood at attention, focusing on her calm so she could get through this.
Nightshade nodded to the other soldier, then walked the line, eyes trained on each of them.
“Show us your IDs,” Nightshade said, when she’d reached the end of the line.
Each woman held up their wrists and projected the images of their IDs, including all of their information. Alice was relieved to see that the woman staring back at her was close enough to the face she had seen in the mirror that morning that Alice herself wasn’t sure she could tell the difference.
Nightshade nodded to the other soldier again. The soldier took out a gray box, fidgeted with it, and then ran it across each of the wrist pieces. At the end, she stopped, leaning in to whisper to Nightshade.
“All authentic, no signs of hacking or tampering.”
“Good.” Nightshade eyed them again. “We in Project Destiny have an enemy on Space Station Horus. I would love to simply welcome you all and let it stop at that, but it’s time we crack down. So I will personally welcome you here, but with a caveat—this isn’t playtime. You might have signed up with hopes of finding out secrets about alien life, but as of now, that is not the case. We are still exploring, still learning about the galaxy. But if you want to be here when we do find alien life—and I believe we will—I need to know whose side you are on.”
“Your side, sir!” the woman beside Alice shouted.
“Yes, let’s certainly hope so.” Nightshade paced, stopping to stare back at them. “You’ll be briefed soon enough, after we get you into training and get your enhancements started. For now, know that several underground groups have partnered against us, and we will make a move shortly. They have a rogue agent who is working with one of the leaders of the criminal world up here, which means there’s no time for delay. I hope you brought your big girl pants, because it’s about to get dirty up here. So… can you all handle that?”
“Sir, yes sir!” the three new recruits yelled.
“Get out of my sight,” Nightshade said, then glared as they marched out.
Back in the false sunrise, a bead of sweat trickled down Alice’s spine. They’d suspected she might try something like this. Might even still be watching her. She was glad she hadn’t brought the earpiece or anything that might give her away, but she would have to make her move soon.
Did this mean they didn’t have a clear picture of Alice? It gave her room to think. They couldn’t have, or they would have put two and two together and come up with Alicia Carter, used her connection with Marick in some way against her.
But now that she knew for sure he was alive, and that they hadn’t tried something like that, she was surer than ever they didn’t have her true identity yet. In spite of having just stood next to one of the most deadly PD soldiers, the leader of the Taipans, she felt a rise in confidence.
And there was more—the woman had said there was a rogue agent working against PD. She didn’t think they meant Intrepid, but who?
Glancing up at the dome as they approached, she felt sure Scorpio and Norwal were there. She would find them, get the information she needed, and get out of there.
She just needed to convince everyone she was Jane Lenz, then find the first opportunity she could to move around on her own. Transportation pods arrived to take them and the other new recruits to the dome, and Alice had to pretend she wasn’t used to this.
“Well?” the woman with the prosthetic asked. Alice racked her brain, going back over the details of the briefing. Gloria, that was it.
“It’s amazing,” Alice replied, looking out over the deck of the station, doing her best to recall the sense of awe she had felt when arriving about a year ago. “I can’t believe it’s possible.”
“Told you the pictures and simulations wouldn’t live up to the real thing,” the other woman said, the one whose name Alice couldn’t remember.
Alice nodded, pretending to be too distracted by it all to listen.
“First chance you get, tell your husband to find a way to get up here faster than a month,” Gloria said, and the other woman nodded. “I don’t know about you, but all this excitement… if I had a husband, I don’t know that I could wait. Some of these guys…” She nodded to a couple of the male recruits. One smiled back.
The other woman leaned forward, lowering her voice. “You think that the enhancements, I don’t know, enhance them in all areas?”
“Like what?” Gloria asked with a chuckle. “Turning them from a thirty-second man to a one-minute man?”
“I was thinking more like making ‘em bigger. But longer-lasting, sure, I’ll take that too.”
“Ladies,” Alice said, “Just because you two don’t have husbands….” She paused, keenly aware of the strange look the two were giving her.
Gloria licked her lips, glanced around, and said, “You just met Cruz’s husband at departure. You hit your head or something?”
Damn.
Alice worked to come up with a response, but couldn’t. Instead, she held her head and said, “I did get a bit lightheaded back there. Maybe the effects of space travel?”
Cruz, as the woman was apparently named, frowned. But Gloria smiled as if that was enough.
“Hey, I feel for you. Swear to the gods, my bladder’s about to burst and I think it’s making my head swim, you know? Like there’s so much piss in there, it’s taken over my whole body. If we don’t arrive soon, I’m asking around for a bottle.”
Were all PD recruits so crass nowadays? Alice didn’t know how long she could put up with these two, and longed to be back with her team.
A horrible thought hit her, an image of her husband with his lost memory, pulling a woman’s shirt off and kissing her neckline, lips moving down. No, she wouldn’t believe it. Even if he had, it wouldn’t have been him. But she had faith in him. At least, she told herself she did a few more times before the pods landed on the fourth floor of the dome, at a landing level on the back.
“This way, recruits,” a man with sergeant insignia barked out. “You’re all the top of what you do, so we won’t be treating you like maggots, but make no mistake—this is an entirely new army you’re part of now!”
“A civilian army,” Gloria said, nudging Alice in the side. “Give me a break.”
“Oorah,” Alice replied, hoping it was the right time to say it.
Gloria chuckled as if that was funny. Maybe taken ironically? The two fell in with Cruz and the rest, all filing in. They found a man there who handed them training uniforms and directed them to a room for changing behind them. More crude comments from Gloria as the men changed nearby, but Alice ignored it. She wasn’t here to make friends, and the quicker this woman realized that, the better.
Then again, she didn’t want to raise suspicion and have this woman report her. She smiled once or twice to maintain appearances.
When they were ready, they were shown to their barracks—a long room similar to how her husband had described his boot camp lodging. Everyone was given ten minutes to dump their old belongings in a wall locker beside their new racks, and then be on line to move out for their first exercise.
Enhancements, the man explained, would come after lunch. Until then, they were his to push to their limits, so that he could see what they were made of. Alice put her gear away, careful to conceal her own wrist piece within Jane’s, and then spent the rest of her time analyzing the recruits.
It wasn’t a large group—a dozen with the three women and nine men. Nothing like the pictures of her husband’s boot camp platoon, with its ninety or so people. But then again, this wasn’t Marine Corps boot camp. This was an elite group above anything Earth had to offer.
How the hell she was going to survive even this testing phase of training was beyond her.
“Remember, we’re going to ensure your bodies are the most powerful of any military out there!” the sergeant shouted, once they were lined up and ready to go. “But if your minds can’t handle it, you don’t belong here.”
All Alice could think was that she was screwed. The last time she had done a timed run was back at University. Put her in a computer room with these warriors, she’d outperform them any day of the week. But right now, that didn’t mean a damn thing.
“Move out!” the sergeant called, and soon they were jogging around the fourth floor in formation. The whole area had been transformed by a simulation to look like beaches back home, the lights hot as if they were running in the sun. The simulation even had the water in the distance, just far enough out to tease them.
Surprisingly, Alice found herself keeping up. Maybe all of that running about during daring escapes had been doing more for her than she realized! With a new sense of confidence, she held her head up, keeping pace.
This might actually work, and she might not die in the process. What a relief!
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STEALTH: A DARK CORNER
Marick stood with Veles and Set at the corner of the main tunnel, waiting. All three had their eyes peeled, senses working double time. They needed to track Taipan communication to find the current location of the Taipan Chambers. They knew it was in the West Wing, but the way it always changed within there made it incredibly difficult to perform what they were about to attempt.
Now that he had a good grasp on how to use the teleporter, it was time he paid the price for it, before being given access to the Heel and the information he wanted. They had set up the return point not far from here, just around the corner where it was dark and even more secluded.
“This is never going to work,” Marick said for the hundredth time since they arrived.
“All we need is the recipe,” Veles said, looking over at the scanner in Set’s hands. “We have a pod, and it can perform the enhancements, if we have the right pieces. Screwing with DNA isn’t rocket science, but it certainly doesn’t work with just peanut butter and bananas.”
“Nothing yet,” Set said. He pressed against his earpiece, in case it wasn’t working.
“And when they kill me and you’re left with nothing?” Marick asked.
“Well, we’ve really lost nothing other than a machine that doesn’t work for us,” Veles said with a grin. “Not the worst situation in the world. When they find it’s useless, they’ll toss it and we’ll find it again, maybe. Or maybe not… it doesn’t matter. The station goes round.”
Marick cursed, glaring. He needed their help, and they needed him if they were going to get a leg up on the competition. Thing was, this was a big leg up. He wasn’t only helping the criminal underground, he was giving them an extreme advantage.
Veles had thought of everything, though, and had a good point. As long as Marick could get in, getting out with the recipe, as they called it, shouldn’t be a problem. With a glance at the rusty old hoverbike, tricked out for special speed, he found himself wondering if he would actually make it. Maybe he would die on the way in.
“You’ll come and find us,” Veles said, giving him a raised eyebrow. “When you have all your answers? Come give us a hearty thank you?”
Marick scoffed. “I’ll be long gone, my man. Long gone.”
“Let’s hope so.”
“If I’m not, I’m dead. Nobody turns on the Taipans like I have… it just doesn’t happen.”
Veles opened his mouth to reply, but froze at a start from Set.
“Now?”
Set nodded, slamming the device in his hands down into the empty slot on the bike, and said, “GO!”
Marick knew when to act, and in a blink he was on the bike, letting it go on autopilot to follow the instructions. They had intercepted the communication between one of the devices and the Taipan Chambers—which meant the others might not be there yet. If Nightshade found out they were capable of that, she wouldn’t stop until every shady individual here was dead.
As the station zoomed past him, he found his mind wandering to Tropical and Pete, and to Trish. They had been nothing but nice to him. Trish had even already helped him break out a criminal. Now he was breaking back in to rob the place?
He hoped the teleportation machine worked, so he wouldn’t have to spend any more time there than necessary.
Turning down a main corridor, he saw a Taipan guard casually walking past. Then he recognized the hand scanner. Marick shut out his conscience, but did his best to move so he wouldn’t hit the man as he leaped, grabbing him. They crashed into the wall with a thud. Marick tore off the man’s helmet, hit him with a punch to the jaw, and watched him crumple.
Bloodhound! Damn. And yet, in a way Marick felt good about that. Bloodhound was kind of a dick sometimes. At least, that’s how he justified it in the moment as he pulled the man around, placed his hand on the scanner, and then stood back as the doors opened. The bike behind him turned back on autopilot, and then he was in, charging past the simulation hallway where he had first met Tropical. He hurried past the training room areas, up the stairs that emerged from the wall, and straight for the enhancement dock.
Halfway there, a door opened.
“Bloodhound?” Tropical asked.
Marick froze, pressed up against the wall, and then started inching over.
“You’re supposed to stay out there,” Tropical said, voice growing close. “You gotta piss, let me know. Yo, Blood?”
“Hurry your sexy ass,” another voice said.
Marick’s eyes went wide. Was that Trish? He did his best not to snort with a laugh. He almost felt like he was back there, worrying what Pete would do when he found out Tropical was, it seemed, banging his sister.
Wiping that thought from his mind, Marick took two more careful steps and made it around the corner just before Tropical could’ve seen him.
“Odd, though,” Tropical said, too close for comfort now. “Get ready for big Trop. I’m bringing the thunderstorm.”
She laughed, and the door closed.
What was the world coming to? Marick moved fast now, connecting the card to one of the pods, and then smiling as it clicked and two canisters came out of the side. As far as he could tell, this was where the recipe was kept, the key to their genetic modifications that New Origins was so proud of. How odd that all of these soldiers let their bodies be mutated so, without even knowing what was being done to them.
But it wasn’t like they had a choice, once they had signed up. Who signs up and then backs out because they’re scared? Not a bunch of Marines, that’s for sure. Or Army, or Navy, or Air Force… Or the other military people from across the globe who had been accepted into Project Destiny.
Quitting before giving something a chance just wasn’t the way of courage and honor, at least in their eyes.
And now he had the key to the same technology, and the criminal underground of Space Station Horus intended to find some way to use it. He grunted at the thought, but took it nonetheless.
“It has to be done,” he said to himself, and turned.
He stopped. A shadow was on the ground where there hadn’t been one moments ago. He looked up to see Tropical.
“Dammit, I knew I’d heard something.” The man stepped forward, expression full of betrayal, anger, and sorrow. “What got into you, son? What’s going on here?” He stepped back then, eyes wide as his face began to reflect the blue of Marick’s teleporter. “What the hell is this?”
“I have a past,” Marick said, half wishing he hadn’t pressed the button. The way this man looked at him, like a father whose own son has come to kill him… he almost wanted to surrender and be done with the whole affair. But he couldn’t. “We all do, and they took that from us, Trop. Don’t you understand? We can find out who we were, we can live again.”
“I’m a soldier, dammit,” Tropical said. He took a quick step forward, but Marick saw the screen in front of him, saw the numbers rising fast, and knew he’d escape in time. “Sorry, again, Trop. Just… know it’s not for power or anything like that.”
And then the counter reached one hundred percent, and the room vanished, the blue and purple light overwhelming Marick. The smell of eucalyptus, the light blinding until he closed his eyes. A pulling and pushing at the same time, and then a burning that was over almost as fast as it hit.
He was back, kneeling on the ground as he caught his breath and his healing finished keeping him in one piece. The canisters were in his left arm, his right hand on the floor for support.
“You did it,” Veles said, amazed. He helped him up.
“The Taipans saw me leave,” Marick said. “They know….”
“About the tech?” Veles shrugged. “Let ‘em, as long as they don’t discover how. I’d rather have them scared. The how, that’s another story. One we’ll be keeping from them forever. Now… let’s get this back to where it needs to be,” he handed it to Set, who placed it in a case and then walked off, “and get you to the Heel, shall we?”
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ALICE: THE DOME
Lunch hadn’t gone as planned. Alice had hoped it would be a time that she could sneak out, but instead it had been like the stories Marick had told her of his Marine Corps boot camp. They had to sit there, shoveling food into their mouths, so that they could get back to it. The it in this case meant the inevitable enhancements.
The other recruits had recently arrived via space travel, and were exhausted, but the enhancements would rejuvenate them. Only a couple hours in the pod, and they’d come out refreshed. A new person.
Alice had to bite her tongue when the sergeant had said that. She was the only one of the recruits that truly knew what ‘a new person’ really meant—lost memories, a letter home to their loved ones saying the would-be recruit was deceased, if they had loved ones. Those without would become the heroes everyone heard stories about.
Heroes who effectively did nothing but fight those who would rise up and defend their rights… fight to have their spouse back.
She shoveled the blue gelatinous goop into her mouth. It smelled like turkey and gravy, and tasted like it too, but the texture ruined it for her. Supposedly, this was the best ‘food’ to put in your stomach before the enhancements.
Finally, lunch was over and the sergeant led them out of there, pausing briefly at the edge of a lookout point. They could see that three floors had a section that was combined, a sort of small coliseum.
“You are going to be better than you ever were before,” the sergeant said, gesturing below. “In every possible way.”
Alice restrained herself from punching the guy, gripping the railing that kept them from falling into the arena, and watched with the other recruits as a fireteam of PD soldiers came careening in on their hoverbikes. A shot of panic hit Alice as she imagined them riding the walls up to her and slapping her in cuffs. But as they started circling the walls, she realized this was nothing more than a motor demo. Get the recruits pumped up for what they were about to become.
Suddenly, the soldiers below leaped from their bikes, hitting the ground running as the bikes went flying off to the far wall before coming to a gentle stop. The soldiers ran for the nearest wall, then jumped to kick off of it and flip back. They landed in fighting stances, then commenced with sparring. Some with hand-to-hand combat, others using retractable batons.
When one of the soldiers below pulled out a pistol, Alice flinched, but then laughed at herself. Of course it was part of the whole charade. The soldier opposite threw down two magnetized rods that created an energy shield in front of her, so that when the gun went off, the bullet was absorbed by the shield.
“As you see, we equip you with not only the best bodies, but also the best weapons and more.” The sergeant waved to those below in gratitude, then motioned the new recruits to follow him. “Here at Project Destiny, it isn’t just about where humanity can go, but about where you can go. You are the individuals, you are our destiny.”
If that wasn’t a piece of memorized propaganda, Alice wasn’t sure what was. She tried not to laugh, glancing over at Gloria. The woman had an excited gleam in her eyes. She was actually buying all of this!
Of course, so had Marick. So, too, had Alice, back then. Now she was about to become one of them, she thought as she saw the tall glass separating them from a room with pictures of pods and enhanced soldiers.
There was only back and forward here, she realized as she glanced about for an escape route. If she went either way, she was bound to be noticed. A glance up showed the ceiling was too high to reach, even if she could move aside a ceiling tile and get up there.
Going back to the last hallway and then finding the server room was her best bet. She slowed, then glanced back to ensure she wasn’t being followed. Pausing as if to check her armor, she prepared to make a move, then…
…a hand was on her shoulder.
She startled, turning to see the sergeant’s face right in front of hers. The others were already moving in through the sliding metal door.
“You seem… distracted, Corporal Lenz?”
“No, sergeant.” Alice took a breath, trying to make that excitement she’d seen in Gloria’s eyes show in her own. “Excited, nervous.”
“Ah.” He smiled, though it wasn’t clear whether he was buying it. “Come, once it’s over, you’ll see that the procedure goes by easily enough. Trust me, you won’t remember any of this.”
“Excuse me?”
“The nervousness,” he said. “Maybe a tad bit of fright? You won’t remember it.”
Dammit, this man was staring her in the face and admitting he was about to try and wipe her memory. Part of her said to slam her hand into his throat and then turn and run, but that wouldn’t do. She might make it to the server room, but they’d be so hot on her trail, there’s no way she’d have enough time to find Scorpio and Norwal. Let alone rescue them or get to Marick.
No, she would have to play along, for now.
“Let’s get to it, then,” she said.
He moved aside and gestured toward the door. Her mouth went dry as she imagined Marick waking up a year ago and suddenly not being himself, not remembering her. If she went in there, the same might happen to her. Not only would she forget him, but she might forget the others she loved and cared about. Her sister might never hear from her again. Hell, for all she knew, she might forget who she even was, just assuming this new name of Jane Lenz.
Yet, here she was moving forward, joining the rest as if in a dream. As they were commanded to strip to prepare for the pods, she found herself going through the motions, hanging her uniform on the wall, too focused on the issue at hand to give a damn that she was nude in a room full of strangers.
Finally, they were told to enter. She stepped into the pod—a capsule that reminded her of a coffin, and found herself staring ahead at the one-legged form of Gloria. The woman’s prosthetic was leaning against a blue chair to the side of the pod, the glass fogged in the places that mattered.
An excitement filled the woman’s eyes, and then a curiosity followed by doubt as she saw what Alice was doing.
To Alice’s relief, the pod doors closed before the woman could say anything. And by that time Alice had managed to sneak her panties, which she had concealed under her arm, into the door locking mechanism.
She wedged them in there good, hoping the sergeant wouldn’t notice, and then lay back, focused on keeping herself calm. Each breath came heavy, echoing in the pod, and she felt a warmth come over her as the pod started a very subtle vibration. A glance forward showed Gloria still staring at her, but now the look was of recognition of her betrayal. It didn’t seem possible that the woman could have any idea what Alice was up to, but she certainly knew something was off. Apparently, Gloria was the type of woman who didn’t deviate from the plan. The type of woman who gave her leg for her country, and still joined up with the PD soldiers to risk more.
How sad that the woman didn’t have the slightest idea what she was actually getting involved with. Namely, a scheming, conniving company that wasn’t afraid to destroy people’s lives.
Alice closed her eyes, keenly aware of the sergeant moving around to the pods, connecting hoses and selecting options on the screens that popped up for him. When he came to hers, as she noted by the light going dark behind her eyelids, she opened her eyes and stared, glaring. The son of a bitch was selecting nothing in particular on the screen, instead angling his view so he could ogle her nude form.
If the glass from the pod hadn’t been in her way, she would’ve jumped out and strangled him right there.
As it was, she relished the moment when she could get him in trouble for not properly securing her in the pod. She hoped he got a good butt whupping for his negligence.
That is, if she actually got away with it. One of his hands moved to his waist and he adjusted himself, licked his lips, and then moved on. At least he wasn’t discriminating—the bastard seemed to be having the same fun at the man’s pod nearby.
There were bigger fish to fry here than some lecherous peeper, Alice reminded herself, relaxing again to focus on the moment. She needed to plan this just right, she needed to ensure… What? She needed to ensure… She jolted, eyes open, aware of a smell like eucalyptus. She had fallen asleep!
Whatever she had planned, it was important. But now it was fleeting, a distant bird flying past clouds, and all she could do was fall… fall back to sleep.
The muscles in her abdomen tightened, her biceps bulging and she fought it. Pushing against the sleep, she realized there were cables in her, cutting into her skin! A strange glow emanated from them, and her blood sizzled as it dripped across one of her thighs.
What the hell was this?
Oh, yes, the enhancements, she remembered with a foggy mind. Her eyelids wanted to fall again, but she forced them open. Doing so was like trying to push against someone twice her size, but she was managing… barely.
If she could just get out of here. She reached down and tried to pull one of the cables, but it burned her hand. She jerked back with a wince, jolting at the pain. How long had she been in here? The others were all still completely passed out, and no sign of the sergeant. No, that wasn’t true. There was someone, likely him… at the other side of the room, pants around his ankles, and he was—Oh, God, she did not want to see him doing that.
At least she couldn’t totally see him, which meant he couldn’t totally see her. The panties! He might hear her, so she’d have to act fast. Moving her arm in spite of the stiffness and pain, she grabbed hold of her panties where she’d jammed them into the pod’s locking mechanism, then started working to pull it open. She didn’t want to just yank the panties out, as that could just leave her in there with no way out. No, she needed to use the material to get enough leverage, work her fingers in there, and… CLICK!
Her heart jumped as the door started to open. To her relief, the act of the door opening pulled the cables from her body and she was able to push herself up. Drowsiness still filled her mind and muscles, but she didn’t have the luxury of time to let it wear off.
The sergeant had just turned at the noise and was staring at her, eyes wide and hand still on his junk.
“What the hell?” he said, glancing down as if debating what to do next.
Alice didn’t waste time on such thoughts, instead lunging for him. She would’ve preferred to keep him out of this, but she damn sure wasn’t going to let them take her memories, and him being here meant this was necessary.
Only, as she threw herself at him, she realized two things at once. Her energy was still massively lacking, and she was bleeding worse than she’d thought. Her foot slipped on the blood, and she went flying forward to land at his feet.
The sergeant quickly bent to pull up his pants, finally, and found himself with his face up close to hers. Her balance might have been off, but her mind was clearer now, and it said it was time to act.
Grabbing him by the hair, she pulled down to slam his face into the ground. She had the fact that his pants were around his ankles to her advantage, but he was a PD soldier, enhanced. That meant he would recover quickly, and then easily overpower her. She had to act fast.
Slamming his face into the ground again, she quickly grabbed him by the neck and rolled, so that he had no choice but to roll with her. He let out a gargled yelp, but she hit him in the throat as she had so been looking forward to doing, then heaved with all of her power to push him toward the pod.
To her surprise, all of her might right then meant a hell of a lot. He not only went into the pod, but he flew into it, slamming into the far side with a thump. Before he could turn and get to her, she had the glass closed, the door locked.
Now he was pissed. And, she noted, had pissed himself. She stepped back as he slammed his knuckles and then elbows into the glass, shouting a muffled call that he was going to kill her.
The glass started cracking and Alice glanced around, looking for any kind of weapon she could use. She didn’t want to kill him, but if she had to, she would do what was necessary.
Another punch, and a spider web formed in the glass. But the next punch never came. He had his fist raised, ready, and then it fell to his side as his eyes closed. The gas was still working, and apparently had an effect even on the PD soldiers.
The soldier was unconscious.
Alice lingered there, hands on the glass, catching her breath. She almost expected his eyes to shoot open and him to come plowing through the glass to get her, but no, this was it.
Her body had an odd tingling feeling coursing through it, muscles reacting in ways they never had. The blood had stopped too, she realized. More than that, the wounds were nearly healed!
While she had escaped, it wasn’t before some of the enhancements had a chance to take effect, she realized. Her next thought was one of panic, that she might have forgotten everything that mattered in life. Standing there racking her brain wasn’t about to do any good, though, because if she didn’t know something, she didn’t know it. Damn, that realization was annoying.
Her panties were still clutched in her fist. She turned and found her clothes, then dressed without bothering to wipe the blood from her legs. It would cake and dry there, but she didn’t see any towels or anything like that lying around, and she had a job to do.
When this was over, she would take the longest shower of her life. Not just because of the blood, but to wash away the disgusting feeling of what had just happened with soldier boy back there.
Dressed, she glanced around one more time, glad to see the others all with their eyes closed. Even then, she felt as if they were watching her, as if at any minute they would come charging out to attack her.
But, of course, it was fairly likely the dome did have cameras everywhere. While they probably wouldn’t be actively watching this room, if she stood around they might casually notice her and at least send someone to ask questions. A glance back toward where the sergeant had been when she woke gave her a good idea of where the cameras were positioned, assuming he knew.
Pausing at a glint of metal, she noticed that the sergeant’s insignia had fallen during the fight. How fortunate. The insignia was the perfect addition to her uniform.
She made for that corner, then quickly used the side of the pod to jump up and undo the ceiling panel. She knew from being here earlier where she would be able to climb up and find the metal beams between walls and floors, so was quickly on her way.
She had to look the part, and paused to straighten herself out after she was well away from the room. The uniform was still neat, a durable material that hadn’t let the blood seep through. Since she wasn’t bleeding anymore, that wouldn’t be a problem. Her hair was a mess, but she pulled it back and fixed it up again, then rubbed some of the dust off the metal girder next to her to see a slight reflection. It wasn’t enough to see much, but she could tell there wasn’t any blood on her face.
Now that she was ready, she continued on, working her way as fast as she could toward the server room.
But… why, again? Her mind seemed to have paused, and she felt like punching herself over and over as she moved along, climbing and jumping. Little moments were coming back to her, a teammate being taken… but who? Their names were right there on the tip of her tongue, but seemed to be fading fast.
She shook her head, clearing it and taking a moment to pause… to breathe. No, she wasn’t losing her memories, nor her mind. Just the stress, she told herself. It was just the stress.
Scorpio and Norwal, that’s who she was saving. Finding more information to get to her team, whatever else they could use to take down New Origins, and then, ultimately, to find her husband and get him off of this space station.
It was her mantra, and she repeated it over and over. She wouldn’t lose one fragment of those thoughts. She refused to.
This was her body, dammit. Her mind. And the last thing she was going to do was let some jack holes first take her husband, and then her sanity and freedom. They would pay for even thinking it.
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STEALTH: TITANIAN WORSHIP ROOM
Veles strolled right into the hall of the worship room, showing complete disregard for everything Marick and the other soldiers had been told about how they had to respect the religions. Not Veles, though. He didn’t have a peace to keep, and his reputation certainly couldn’t fall any farther.
It was a well-decorated room, with paintings and cloths hung in a pleasing manner. The scent of freshly burned candles wafted through the air.
“That’ll be far enough,” a priestess said. She wore orange robes and had what looked like orange dust sprinkled in her hair. Most likely dirt from Titan, as odd as that was.
Instead of answering, Veles stood there and slowly put his right hand over his left forearm. The woman looked at him, seemingly now recognizing him, and then motioned for them to follow her.
Instead of asking the questions roaring through his mind right now, Marick walked along, trying to be inconspicuous with just his exoskeleton on. Maybe with body armor underneath he could’ve passed for a PD soldier still, but nobody wore the exoskeleton without the body armor.
“Thank you, Yerbuna,” Veles said, when she stopped at a back door.
She smiled in her annoyed way, then opened the door. “I think you’ll find someone else here happy to see you.”
Veles frowned, looking in with Marick to see several surprised people working at computers. One of them, a large man with a shaved head, jumped up and came over, doing his best to block the room.
“What’s the meaning of this?” he asked, furious. “Do you have any idea what…” He froze, eyes focused on Marick for the first time. “You… Marick?”
Marick took a step back, eyes darting between Veles and this new man. “You setting me up?”
“I, too, would like to know what’s happening,” Veles said, turning to Yerbuna.
She smiled, holding up her hands. “Now, now… let me explain. You’ve come for the Heel? She’s here, but she’s not in the best of moods, as you’d imagine. But what you really came for were answers, and I recognize this man, so does Intrepid.”
The bald man nodded. “It’s Marick. Or, sorry, Stealth…?”
“Marick will do.” Marick frowned. “Why do you know me?”
Intrepid was trying to hold back a smile, that much was clear. “Ah, man, it’s so hard to not give you a hug right now. We really weren’t sure if you were alive or dead, but… here you are.”
“You knew me?”
“We were in the Marines together,” Intrepid said slowly. And even as the words came out, Marick knew the man. Not as Intrepid, but as Lance Corporal Ekeke, a tough guy who was never afraid to stand up for the little man. “You know me, don’t you?”
“You want me to call you Intrepid, or Ek—” he started, but Intrepid held up his hands.
“Not up here. Trying to keep that name on the down-low.”
Marick nodded, hands clammy and mouth dry at the realization that he was standing here with this man, more and more memories flooding over him. A shared fire as jets took off around them, watching them fly away and then staring at the stars, dreaming together of one day going up there to serve.
Now they were here, and it was nothing like they had imagined. But to be back with him, even though parts of the memories were fuzzy, meant a lot.
“We were friends,” Marick said, choking up slightly.
“I like to think we still are,” Intrepid said with a grin. “I mean, hell, you were my Staff Sergeant and kicked my butt around, but overall, yeah. Friends.”
“There were two others with the Heel,” Veles explained. “Might as well turn this little love fest into an orgy, eh?”
Intrepid laughed, but shook his head. “Others?”
“They came up a while back, smuggled in with the hired terraformers, and joined up with me when they learned the truth,” Veles said.
“Guys, you’re going to want to see this,” a voice said from inside the room. “Alice must have triggered something.”
“Alice…?”
Intrepid eyed him, then nodded. “We’ll find those other two Marines, but first… you need to hear this, I think.”
“Who is Alice?” Marick said.
“You knew her as Alicia,” Intrepid replied. “She’s your wife.”
Marick saw the woman again, the face, the image dancing paired with her in the dome. Of course he knew it, somewhere deep within. It’s why he couldn’t betray her, why he felt this connection and was willing to throw away all of this to be back with her.
Alicia. He stormed into the room, not waiting for more. “Is she here?” He looked at each of them, hopeful. But no, these people were definitely not his Alicia.
Intrepid followed behind and quickly made introductions. It was weird, being looked at like they all knew him, when they didn’t. He focused on the task at hand though, repeating the question about Alicia’s whereabouts.
“Ah, right,” the man Intrepid had introduced as Swinger said. “Your, er, wife has actually infiltrated the dome as a PD soldier, and as we speak—”
“She what!”
“To find you,” Intrepid explained. “As crazy as that sounds… but not just that. We’re rescuing two of our own, and then we’re taking them down, with this… Right, Swinger?”
Swinger beamed, swiping a screen so it became large enough for all to see. “They’re creating an army, working together with the other space stations.”
“Right, of course,” Marick said. “We all know that.”
“No, not an army for out there.” Swinger highlighted specific sections, beaming. “They’re planning an invasion, and I don’t mean some alien planet. This army, everything they’re building up here… well, not everything, as they are serious about terraforming and space exploration… but the rest of it. Skimming here, it looks like they have targets on Earth.”
“It looks,” Intrepid said, moving some screens about to show maps and battle plans, “like it’s more than just some targets. It’s every major country with a military.”
“That’s ridiculous,” Yerbuna said, stepping in now to take a better look.
Marick cocked his head in thought. “Maybe, but depends on the target. If New Origins moves in fast and takes out the heads of military, maybe even state… Yeah, I can see it. Nobody on Earth has this super soldier capacity like they do, and they have the weapons developed for attacking aliens. So why not Earth, right?”
Veles chuckled, not missing how easily Marick referred to his once-team as ‘they.’ “If someone on Earth got their hands on this, we wouldn’t have such a hard time getting rid of New Origins and the rest of the scumbags up here, that’s for sure.”
“Alicia’s sister,” Intrepid said, eyes widening.
“She has a sister?” Marick tried imagining her, getting nothing.
“Yeah, she was just going FBI when we left, or trying to get in or something like that. If we can get to her, maybe…?”
“You’re all talking like you can get off the station,” Oliver said, eyeing them with confusion. “Is that really possible?”
It was a reality check, and the whole team took a moment to look around at each other, wondering. If they couldn’t get off the space station, they could try to communicate the news. But that would likely get intercepted.
“We have miners and terraformers that go between space stations,” Yerbuna said. “Religious representatives among them.”
“If I could get the IDs in order….” Veles smiled, catching on.
“The space elevator from here would be the first thing shut down,” Marick said, nodding in agreement. “But if we could get to one of the other space stations fast enough, before they respond, then get down through their elevator… it might work!”
He turned, running his hands through his hair and breathing in the taste of hope, and smiled. “First step, though, we need to get my wife back to me.”
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ALICE: THE DOME
There was no doubting what Alice had in front of her, and she had just transmitted it to her team. She hoped they saw it for what it was, but just in case, she was already storing it in her wrist piece. This effectively meant she would be carrying New Origins’s grand plans for treason and world domination on her body, making her target number one if they found out.
As she waited, she pulled up the blueprints of the dome, quickly locating the holding cells. No more than a day had passed since the PD soldiers had captured Scorpio and then Norwal, so they would likely be there still, held for questioning. She didn’t expect to find them in the best of shape, but as long as they were alive, she would be happy enough.
“What the hell do you mean he was there and then disappeared?” a woman’s voice sounded, one Alice was fairly certain she recognized. Nightshade! Here?
The backup was at eighty-five percent. Alice knew where to find her teammates, but she didn’t have anything on Marick yet. Then again, if Nightshade was here and Marick was with the Taipans, he would likely be here too. That was what she figured anyway, until the voice, growing closer, sounded again.
“You bring me Stealth’s head, you understand me? Because if he’s alive when I see him next, I swear to the Titan I will tear him limb from limb, skin him alive…”
The door opened.
Ninety-nine percent. Alice turned around to the side of the server, waiting—one hundred. She pulled back as Nightshade entered, speaking into her helmet.
“You tell that slacker Trop to find out how the hell someone disappears right in front of you, or I’m going to tear him a new one too, while I’m at it!”
She swiped her hand and cut off the call, then entered, glancing around. During the last few words, though, Alice had been backing up very carefully. Now that Nightshade was here, she needed to not be.
A glance back up showed her escape route—the same way she had entered, using the server station as footing so she could reach the ceiling. She was very careful, moving quickly as Nightshade began typing on the computer. Then Alice was out of there, replacing the ceiling tile before the tirade of swearing started from below.
“Someone’s in our system!” Nightshade shouted, furious, and then stormed out. Alice took a moment, breathed to find her calm. She still had her friends below to save, but she paused, glancing back toward the secret room she had spotted earlier.
Alarms were about to go off at any minute anyway, right? She figured she had better get in there now, while she could. Scurrying along, she dropped down in the next room over, walked out, and came face to face with a guard and a scientist talking.
“Intruder,” she said. “Nightshade wants me to check on this room, ensure nothing was taken.”
“If anything was taken, we’d likely know,” the scientist said with a worried chuckle. “And… be in some serious trouble.”
“Then we’d better make sure, hadn’t we?” She turned to the guard, adding, “Come, soldier, we need to get that list checked off.”
The guard eyed her, then her uniform. She was wearing the sergeant’s insignia, and hoped that this man wouldn’t know all of who’s who on the station. She could be with one of the other units, right? He was a corporal, so in theory this would work.
“How come I haven’t seen you around?” he asked, but was already starting to open the door.
“Flirt on your own damn time,” the scientist said, the panic of something actually being missing making him agitated. Alice was glad to have avoided the question.
The guard entered first, the scientist pushing his way past, and then she came behind. The guard worked to disarm the alarms that would go off with them in there. In a matter of seconds, the scientist did a quick inventory. Walls were lined with odd knick-knacks—futuristic guns, belts and little balls that looked like paintballs but had tiny gray circles within.
“All accounted for?” Alice asked, glancing around in wonder.
“How the hell should I know?” the scientist said, going over to a wall of drawers and glancing in. “Basically, none of the big stuff is missing. If a thief were smart and knew what they were doing here, those would’ve been the first to go.” He motioned to a wall with a glass case. In it was one of the belts with a glass belt buckle—a screen, she realized—and harness for the shoulders. She frowned, stepping up to look at it, and noticed a small wrist piece next to it, similar to her own.
Picking it up to inspect it, she waved her hand over it and saw a screen with several options pop up, including one she had been hoping for. One that hadn’t been enabled on most purchasable wrist computers.
Turning it on, she selected “Stun,” then put it on her wrist.
“Be careful with that,” the guard said, pulling back in shock as she let two small stun pellets shoot out and into his neck. He lunged toward her, eyes narrowing, and then hit the floor. The scientist started to protest, hands up and wild spittle flying from his mouth, but at the last second he spun toward the alarms. The pellets hit him and he collapsed to the floor before he could reach them.
No time to waste, Alice broke the glass with a smash from one of the guns nearby, then took the belt and harness and strapped it on. Whatever it was, she knew it had value, and was therefore taking it with her. Her best bet was that everything in here was some sort of weapon being produced by the scientists.
She grabbed a few of the ball things, along with an interesting augment to her older wrist computer, the one on her left arm.
“Attention, we have at least one intruder,” a voice on the speakers said as alarms sounded from other parts of the dome. “We will be going into lockdown immediately. Please stay in your designated areas until all is clear.”
The sounds of metal sliding across glass filled the dome, and Alice had a choice to make. She could make a run for it now, or get down to the lower level and find Scorpio and Norwal. Then the three of them would make an escape, somehow. Or, they might be trapped. And killed.
She knew herself, though, and that meant she really only had one option. Plus, there was still the whole issue with Marick, and him possibly being here. She hoped Scorpio would have an idea of how to find Marick and get him out, too. Worst-case scenario, though, they would figure that part out on a different day. A day when death wasn’t so imminent.
As far as she knew, nobody here had discovered the sergeant in the enhancement room, so no alarms there. She wasn’t sure if these people knew her face. Walking to the room below was most likely her best bet… and doing so as a guard made a lot of sense.
The only difference between their two uniforms was that he wore a half helmet with visor, though he’d had it pulled back when speaking with the scientist. She slipped it on, then stepped out into the halls and began making her way down. Other soldiers and guards were moving about, escorting scientists and workers to their sections, moving to check in with their superiors about what was going on.
As far as they knew, she was just one of them going to report in.
“What’s happening?” a woman in gray asked.
“We’re looking into it,” Alice replied, continuing on and giving a slight nod to a soldier as he passed.
So far, so good.
At least, she thought so until a familiar face stood before her. Matias, the son of New Origins’s CEO. He had a pensive look, but when he saw her his eyes lit up momentarily before moving to her guard helmet and insignia.
“I did look you up, you know,” he said, leaning back against the rail and watching the lower levels of people moving about. “Facial scan.”
“And?” Alice had her hand ready to activate her new equipment, even if she wasn’t sure what it would do or if it could really help her escape. She was trapped here, otherwise, so had to try something.
“My family,” he started, turning to stare into her eyes with a look of a little boy, lost and confused, “they never really bothered to explain all of this to me. One day I walk into a room and find that we’re essentially brainwashing men and women. They tell me more, big plans that are so against everything my time on Earth taught me is okay. No morals in space, I guess… but I can’t turn against them either.”
She couldn’t believe her ears. “What exactly… are you saying?”
“That I can’t choose sides, not in a situation like this, not against my family and certainly not against humanity.” He waved her off. “Go, check on the security situation… er, stuff. We’ll be fine here.”
He was letting her go, just like that. Taking a step away, she whispered, “Thank you,” and then kept on.
“I’ll see you for lunch,” he said, and she glanced back to see him wink, then turn and walk away. Strange man, that guy. But it was good to know there was someone in the higher-ups who wasn’t a complete tool, even if he wasn’t exactly decisive.
At the next level, taking the circular walkway down instead of the elevator, a soldier pointed to a group of civilians crowded up against the door. “Get them the hell out of here,” he said to Alice.
She nodded and strode over to the group, saying, “Follow me.” Where they were supposed to go, she hadn’t the slightest, but figured she could use this to her advantage. The civilians started asking where they were going, and she told them they’d be safer below ground, with less chance of action.
Arriving at the entrance to the holding rooms, two guards approached her with confusion on their faces at seeing the small crowd.
“I was told to bring them here,” Alice explained. “Safest place in the dome, at the moment.”
“This is great,” one of the guards said. “Any idea what’s going on up there?”
She shook her head, then leaned in conspiratorially. “I hear one of the sergeants went crazy. Was caught attacking some of the new recruits.”
“That ain’t new,” the other guard said with a chuckle. “Red eyes?”
Alice blinked, caught off guard by that. “Yeah, that sounds right.”
He nodded again, then opened the door. “We had one of the officers go crazy not long ago, just after enhancements. Some of these guys just can’t take it.”
“Damn shame,” the first said. “Hey, you all hang tight in room B, right? Safest place, and away from the others.”
“The others being in A?” Alice asked.
“No, we call their room the Grandeur.” He smiled smugly.
It took her a moment to process where she’d heard that name before. “Oh, as in the ship from that story with Valerie? They have that up here?”
“Just watched it yesterday,” the guy said. “In the break room, if you want to check it out later.”
She put on a fake smile, shrugged, and led the group in. What was it with guys in here hitting on her?
Room B was clearly marked, and so she led the people in, promising this was where they’d be safe. It was true, though she didn’t mention the fact that it was her they supposedly needed to be kept safe from.
A glance back showed the guards had closed the door and were still on the other side. She made her way down the brightly lit hall, stopping at a room where the words “Singlaxeon Grandeur” had been written in marker on a paper placard. In a way it was a relief to know that, even here, nerds continued on.
Leaning into the door, she pushed. And nothing happened. A hand scanner next to the door called her attention, and she cursed. Of course, it wasn’t going to be that easy.
She pushed again, just to be sure, then glanced around, looking for other options. Several empty rooms, and then the room where they put items they confiscated from the prisoners. This was promising.
It was a standard room with bins. The two closest were almost empty, but one had what looked like either Scorpio’s or Norwal’s earpiece. Using this could mean an easy trace on her, but it might also be the only way out of there.
There was only so much time before the guards outside came to check on her, to see why it was taking so long to simply escort civilians to a safe room. And for all she knew, escape would be impossible without her team.
She placed the earpiece into her ear and turned it on.
“Intrepid? Swinger?” She waited. “Yerbuna?”
“Holy balls,” Swinger said, cutting in as if he’d run to answer. “We didn’t expect… how…?”
“Swinger, listen to me. Do we have the team set up?”
“Yes, but… You need to know something. Marick, he’s with us.”
Alice stood there, dumbfounded. “How?”
“It’s a long story. Well, not so long, but longer than we have time for right now. They’re coming your way, though, to get you out of there. He and Intrepid.”
“They won’t be able to get in,” Alice warned. “But if you can get into the system, take the lockdown procedure offline, maybe deactivate a hand scanner, or all of them, while you’re at it? Then maybe we’d stand a chance.”
“You’re insane.” He took a moment, then added, “I love it.”
“I don’t,” Yerbuna’s voice came through. “What you’re asking, it’s above our ability. Well, we couldn’t without getting caught, anyway.”
“But you think you could do it?”
“With the eye you put in there, plus the most recent info we gathered,” Yerbuna replied, voice full of worry, “yes, it’s possible. It would give away our position—which, I might remind you, happens to be in the midst of a Titanian religious block. You do realize what you’re asking here, right?”
Alice closed her eyes, racking her brain for any other options.
“Can you send the information you got to your sister?” Yerbuna asked, voice hushed.
“You saw that?”
“Yes. Can you get it to her? Would she have access through her FBI contacts?”
Alice considered this, imagining seeing her sister again after all this time. She had always been the type to fight for the underdog, to see that justice was had. If Shrina saw what the space stations were planning, there’s no way she would fail to expose it.
“You help me get out of here,” Alice said, “I promise New Origins will fall.”
“Do it,” Yerbuna said.
“Oh yea-ahhh!” Swinger shouted, the clacking of keys already showing him at work. “Hang tight, the Mad Hatter is bringing tea time with cookies.”
“Okay, I get the reference, but…” Alice racked her brain, “how does that make sense here? I don’t get it.”
“You don’t have to,” Swinger replied. “Just sit back and enjoy the ride. Get ready, because this could get crazy.”
Alice knew this could take a bit, so she stuck her head out to check the hallway. Seeing it clear, she returned to the room to see what else she could find. The good stuff had all been scavenged already, so she leaned back against the wall and decided to see what she could figure out about her acquisitions from upstairs.
First she turned over the new addition to her left wrist computer, analyzing it. Lifting a black screen, she saw a mirror beneath and almost thought that’s all this might be—a compact mirror for doing her makeup. Not bad, actually, for one who uses disguises from time to time, but not exactly what she’d had in mind.
Although… She leaned in closer, realizing there was a sensor between the screen and the mirror. She waved her hand, but nothing happened, so she tried pressing her thumb against it. Red lines shot out from the screen as if scanning her.
She registered movement nearby and jumped back, lifting her other wrist and sending out more of the pellets from before. They shot through an image of herself, hitting the far wall and sparking before hitting the ground.
The movement hadn’t been anyone other than this perfect replica of herself. The replica glanced around, then moved as if exploring the room. It wasn’t alive or anything like that, she knew, but this was amazing. It wasn’t following her movement, or copying her in any way.
After a moment, the image simply vanished. Her bet was that the device created an image of the person that would then act according to the situation—maybe based on A.I., or according to the wearer’s sense of anxiety. A fun trick at birthday parties, maybe, but she wasn’t sure when exactly she would use this.
“We have progress,” Swinger shouted. “Hang tight!”
Alice glanced around, then back to the door. Any minute now she would be reunited with Scorpio and Norwal, then on to freedom. She hoped.
There was still the belt and harness to figure out, and maybe more to the wrist computer on her right arm. She figured she would try the belt first. It was a screen, so she tried waving her hand across it, then moving her fingers around the sides. No buttons, no way to turn it on, it seemed. Unless it wasn’t actually a screen at all.
She pressed on it, and sure enough what she had thought was a screen was actually the button. A flash of light rose up around her, forming a bubble made up of interconnected hexagons. It shimmered, growing in size until two or three of her could fit inside, and then stopped. When she stepped forward, it moved as if one with her. The oddest part was how her arms moved without resistance inside, as if guided. She had never experienced anything like this. When she jumped, the bubble went with her, and seemed to have slowed her descent.
“Whoa,” she said, pressing the button at her belt again so that it turned off. “I see why they didn’t want to give you up.”
“Who’re you talking to?” Swinger asked.
“Oh, myself.”
“Well, get ready to talk to us, face to face, because we are… In!”
With his last word, a screeching sounded, followed by doors unlocking and metal grinding. Alice couldn’t believe it—they’d gotten into the dome!
“I hope you’re moving,” Yerbuna said. “You’d better get to it!”
“Right, thank you!” Alice replied as she darted back to the Grandeur room as the door was opening. She didn’t even waste time explaining when Scorpio startled at the sight of her. Norwal was there too, and all three were hugging and laughing immediately.
“Tell me you’ve killed everyone and this is our freedom,” Scorpio said. “Please, tell me this.”
“Well, I haven’t killed anyone, and have no idea how we’re getting out of here.” Alice shrugged. “But the door is open, and there’s no time like the present.”
“Oh, God,” he replied, then clenched his jaw and followed her out, Norwal taking up the rear.
“Swinger, is he… okay?” Norwal asked.
“Ask him yourself,” Alice said, tossing Norwal the other earpiece that had been in the boxes. “But… just a sec.”
Pausing at the door with the guards on the other side, she glanced back at her companions. “You up for this?”
They nodded, so she pushed through the now-unlocked door, prepared to lead them to freedom and heart thudding at the idea of seeing Marick again so soon.
The guards were checking on another door that had opened nearby. And then, as the first guard dropped, Alice realized what was happening. Someone had managed to create a tunnel in! Stepping back, Alice watched two large men enter, followed by a half-burned woman. The Heel.
Only, she looked to be healing even as Alice watched.
“Figured I owed you one,” the Heel said, after stepping into the room and ensuring no other guards were nearby. “Set told me this upgrade is all thanks to you.”
“Upgrade… you mean…?”
“Yes, enhanced, and it’s still working its magic,” the Heel said. “We were ready to go, and the moment they found out a rescue might be possible, Yerbuna had me sent over, insisting Veles focus on it as a priority.”
“Well, it’s good to have you on the team,” Alice replied. “We take the tunnel.”
“Only one problem,” Norwal said. They all turned to see her, leaning over the closest guard. She had her hand to the man’s wrist computer, a series of lines moving out across a display screen. A signal, giving away their location no doubt.
“That problem being you?” Alice asked.
“Me. Secrets. Nightshade.”
Scorpio stared at Norwal, eyes wide with confusion. “You broke?”
“We were broken!” she seethed. “Everything we were doing, all it does is undermine humanity’s advancement. Don’t you see? New Origins is on the forefront of space exploration, exactly what we signed up for! What they’ve accomplished was beyond anyone’s comprehension fifty years ago.”
“So they broke you,” he repeated.
She turned to Alice in exasperation, but Alice shook her head.
“They’ve found Marick,” Alice said. “We have him back, and you betray me now? Spouting all this bull, sounding like the damn recruiting videos.”
“Doesn’t matter anyway,” Norwal said, her eyes full of unshed tears. “They’ll be here any minute. You have to understand, this is the only way they’d let me and Swinger go, let us be together. They left me here in case you showed… I had to.”
“You catch all that, Swinger?” Alice asked, holding up her earpiece.
There was a long silence, then Swinger’s voice came back, heavy. “I… I think it’s time we said farewell, Norwal. Cindy… Good-bye.”
Norwal let out a heart-wrenching sob, then lunged for one of the guard’s guns. Alice had been ready, though, and before any of the others could shoot the woman, Alice had stunned her.
They turned from the two unconscious guards and Norwal, or Cindy as her name really was, and made for the tunnel that the Heel had come through. As they left, one of the Heel’s men moved a large piece of sheet metal across the opening.
“That’ll at least keep them confused for a few minutes,” the Heel said. At Alice’s curious look, she explained, “Knowing one’s way around helps when your people are the ones who built the place.”
Alice smiled, knowing exactly what she meant.
“Listen,” the Heel said, “when we get out there, they’re going to have people waiting. Veles has arranged for fighters to help, but from here on, we’ve essentially declared war on New Origins. Some of us are going with you, others staying here.”
“Going with?”
The Heel nodded. “We have a mining ship departing shortly. You and your team, along with some of ours who can rally the fighters on the other space stations. We might not win this, but we’re damn sure going to hold our own until you have a chance to reveal these bastards for what they are.”
“Remember, the soldiers aren’t thinking clearly,” Alice said, ducking under more bars and then sliding along a narrow passage as she followed.
“I know exactly what they’re going through,” the Heel said, glancing back. “There’s something off about the whole process. I felt it—like it was programmed to mess with my mind.”
Alice nodded. “Keep it up, you might be just like them, without any memories of your past.”
“And yet, Marick is back, you said.”
“We can’t see the whole picture yet, and I don’t know how much ‘back’ he is, exactly.” Alice paused while the Heel jumped down a level, then lowered herself to follow. “But I’m happy with whatever I can get.”
The other two were behind them, but more sounds started up, shouting echoing through the skeleton of the lower belly of this beast of a building.
“Do it,” the Heel said to her men, who turned to set up mines.
“We just went over this. If we go around attacking them—”
“If we don’t, we won’t make it out of here. Earth’s governments won’t learn the truth, and New Origins will go on doing what they do. Your hands are clean?”
Alice shook her head, knowing they weren’t.
“Exactly. We can’t let this pattern continue to repeat itself. We can’t let families be torn apart like what happened to you.”
That was enough to convince Alice, even though she hated it. In her time as lead of the Looking Glass, she had indeed taken down her fair share of PD soldiers. But she had never guessed that her husband could have been any one of them. She had always assumed he was either off on planet and they just wouldn’t tell her, or maybe he actually had died in some accident that New Origins had been covering up. But the idea that he was a super soldier who had his mind wiped, and couldn’t even remember her?
Now that she knew the truth, allowing such violence against the soldiers—the same kind he had been—hurt.
Still, the Heel was right. It was kill or be killed, and they had a duty to humanity to reveal what was happening here.
As they went on, the explosions started. She did her best to block them out, to focus on the fact that her team and Marick had somehow united, and she was about to see him. To be able to talk to him and, she hoped, kiss him as she had dreamed of so many nights over the past year.
That was, assuming he didn’t treat her like a total stranger when they met. Considering there was only one way to find out, she kept her mind focused on that moment, pushing on.
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STEALTH: OUTSIDE THE DOME
Marick and Intrepid ran toward the dome, working together again, just like the good old days. Already, soldiers were moving out in standard operating procedure, forming defensive ranks.
“Veles is having his people strike as soon as the enemy moves against the two of you,” Swinger said through Marick’s earpiece. It was weird, fighting for what he’d considered to be the enemy for so long. He was still dealing with the idea that they had been responsible for Red’s death. Then again, it wasn’t exactly them—it was as much Captain Legorn’s fault for sending them in as bait. Maybe more so.
This team had been fighting an evil corporation, and he and Red had been on the wrong side.
“Marick, you with us?” Intrepid asked, pulling him down beside one of the stalls between them and the dome. “Now’s not the time to be lost, spacing out. Can I count on you?”
Marick breathed deep, cleared his mind, and said, “Now, more than ever.”
“We’ve got guns set to stun,” Intrepid promised, seemingly reading Marick’s thoughts. “If we can help it, we won’t kill them. But this is about rescuing our friends… your wife.”
“Let’s get some,” Marick replied, hating the words as they came out of his mouth. How ingrained was this in his system? Did he just say words the soldiers had taught him, or was he his own man?”
He was going to prove the latter. Nodding to Intrepid, he stood and led the charge to the next staging point. Halfway there, though, the PD soldiers called out, pointing at him, and gave a warning.
Intrepid had barely reached cover when the first shots rang out.
“They’re using DD4s,” Marick noted. “No stun options on them.”
“We’ll just have to be careful then, won’t we?”
“Now!”
Marick threw himself to the upper ledge of a short building, using the partial roof for cover, and shot off an explosive at the dome. It was intended to hit the glass and cause a disturbance, and that’s exactly what happened. A massive crack went through the glass, alarms sounded, and the troops below fanned out to make a move on their location.
“Veles!” Intrepid shouted into his earpiece. One of the hoverbikes was flying for the dome, straight at the soldiers. But instead of a man riding it, it carried a bunch of explosives. Lights blinked, and he saw how many lives that would take.
Dammit, he thought as he ducked back, took aim at the back of the bike, and fired. The shot hit and sent the bike off path. It crashed into the side of the dome’s entrance, collapsing it down on top of another group of soldiers who were making their way out.
A wave of Os Dragoes appeared then, moving from behind buildings, popping out of passages in the ground, and shooting from the tall buildings that resembled New York and Shibuya.
PD soldiers started falling back for cover, and Intrepid was shouting with excitement when a new wave of bikes arrived, carrying soldiers in black and green. The Taipans. Pete and the others were likely with them, if not already among the group out there now. That meant Nightshade wouldn’t be far off, a thought that worried him.
Seeing an opening, he was just about to suggest making a move when he noticed several PD soldiers in a line heading toward him. They were moving quickly, others running up alongside the first, likely emboldened by the arrival of the Taipans. He aimed in, hating it but knowing it was necessary, and then noticed the soldier he had in his sights wasn’t firing, but looking past him and talking.
“Flank!” he shouted, already turning and at the ready.
Two soldiers appeared wearing the full headgear of the Taipans, though they didn’t have the black and green. One of them had a captain’s insignia, and he was the first to fall.
Marick rolled to avoid the second one swinging in with a knife, then came up to slam the butt of his rifle into the man’s helmet, so hard with his enhanced strength that the helmet crushed inwards, collapsing the soldier’s skull and ending it. Damn, he hadn’t intended that to happen.
The captain was up, leveling his rifle to fire, but Intrepid plowed into him. Gunshots were going off all around them as Os Dragoes fought PD soldiers, Intrepid and the captain locked in hand-to-hand combat.
Another would-be ambusher leaped up onto the roof and Marick spun, catching him as he jumped down. The two of them slammed into the rooftop and then rolled until they fell right off. They crashed into the ground below, Marick on top, and three quick elbows broke the faceplate of the helmet.
When the man pulled a stun baton, Marick yanked his arm into a lock, twisted, and brought the electrified tip down on the man himself, so that he shook and passed out.
He took the baton, turning in time to see two soldiers round the building with weapons at the ready. A soldier’s body hit them, and then Intrepid appeared, shooting at the second. As the soldier dove, Marick went to meet him. This one didn’t have a full helmet, so when the baton hit him in the neck, he flailed about before falling unconscious.
The other man, though, took his own knife to the eye. Intrepid turned, bloodied hands held out as he said, “It’s war, Marick. We’ve done worse.”
Marick remembered much from those days. He didn’t need a reminder. “Whatever needs to be done,” he said, then motioned ahead. “Let’s hit them before they have another chance to ambush us.”
“Agreed.” Intrepid took his rifle, checked around the building, and then motioned him forward. Two Os Dragoes were dead on the street before them, but Marick and Intrepid ran on, darting for cover and shooting when a soldier poked her head up. She took the hit on the armor, but it was enough to distract her so that Marick could get in and stun her.
A glance over to their right showed the Taipans were moving against a building where the majority of Os Dragoes had settled in. Meanwhile, up ahead, something was moving at the edge of the dome. Then voices came through the earpieces.
“That’s us,” a woman’s voice said, one that felt right in his ears. “But we have them hot on our tail and it doesn’t look much better out here.”
“A—Alicia?” Marick said. Seeing her like this, even though it was just a blur of movement, while hearing her voice at the same time… it made nothing else matter. All the gunshots, explosions, shouting. It all faded away, replaced by him and her, until…
“Marick?”
KABOOM!
A grenade went off nearby and Intrepid tackled him. “DAMMIT! Save your reunion for after the explosions!” Intrepid yelled, pulling shrapnel from his thigh.
Marick responded on instinct, rolling across the ground until he was prone, aiming in on the soldier who’d thrown it. The first shot hit the helmet. This guy was too guarded, so Marick did what he needed to do to take him out. He switched the gun to four-round burst, and opened up.
BRRT—BRRTTT. Again and again, until the man staggered back, thinking he was under cover, and tore his helmet off. It was dented, and he surely couldn’t see in it now with all the hits that had connected with the faceplate, but removing it was just stupid.
But seeing that it was good old Captain Legorn under that helmet, no amount of stupidity could surprise Marick. He aimed in, switched it to single shot, and gently squeezed the trigger.
BAM! He closed his eyes, not wanting to see the blood or the collapsing corpse. He had only partially done it for Red. More so, he’d killed the captain because he knew the man would put more people at risk alive. By that jackoff being dead, lives were saved down the line.
“Ruthless,” Intrepid said, hand on Marick’s shoulder. “Now let’s get you to your girl.”
They were up, moving around the backside, where the food stalls and fake trees provided cover. Os Dragoes were falling back now, drawing out the PD soldiers so that Marick could move in. He was even able to see the Heel with several figures behind her, heading their way.
Drawing closer, he strained his eyes. With each step, he felt he’d land and crash right through the metal floor, or take off flying through the protective layer of the space station and out into space. He was a mixture of heavy and light, worried that his memory wouldn’t fully come back, even as he was already starting to remember.
Then her face was there, staring at him as he ran, and he was laughing, not remembering everything, but remembering the emotions—and that’s all that mattered, for now.
A shot took out the Heel, then more shots. The Taipans had abandoned the other front to come for them. Black and purple flashed, and then Marick processed the fact that Nightshade was right in front of him, blaster pistol in one hand, sword in the other.
The team behind Heel was backpedaling now to avoid being hit, and Nightshade turned on them in a shout of rage, giving chase. The two large men set up energy shields to keep off her shots, while the rest retreated into the metallic buildings in the back, the ones that led to the outer wall.
“Get out of here!” Alice, or Alicia as he knew her now, shouted over the earpiece. “We’ll figure this out.”
“No way in hell am I leaving you,” Marick said, turning to Intrepid.
“I’ll hold the rest off,” Intrepid said, taking a knee and checking his weapon. “You just do what you need to do. It’s good to have you back, brother.”
Marick hesitated. “You can’t hold off a team of Taipans by yourself.”
“Watch me.” With that he went to the prone, unleashing hell.
Marick didn’t have time to debate. He set his return point on the teleporter, and said, “If you need me, if you’re getting overrun, let me know. I’ll be here in a second.”
“JUST GO!” Intrepid shouted, rolling for cover to reload, then getting back out there again.
Marick turned and took off at full speed in pursuit of Nightshade. He had no idea if he could take her, but knew he had to take the chance. He had something she didn’t have, and that was a reason for fighting. Not a simple ideological one, but one that came from a deeper place, one that drove him to move faster than he ever had before, filled him with a strength unlike he had ever experienced.
And with it, his confidence soared. This lady wasn’t going to stand a chance.
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ALICE: ELITE HOUSING
Running from Nightshade, Alice flashed to a movie she had seen long ago, a unicorn running and a bull made of fire chasing it. She hardly remembered the movie, almost wondered if it was just a dream, but the emotions were real enough.
Scorpio was at her side, the other two guards moving into defensive positions and falling back. After a couple of explosions, she glanced behind her and saw Nightshade leaping from one rooftop to another.
“We’ll get out of this,” Alice said, pulling Scorpio aside. He had been stuck in his cell and wasn’t as limber as her, not counting the fact that she’d received the first stage of enhancements and felt she could run forever.
They ducked in an alley between two tall housing units and then ran up a stairway, ignoring the looks of the frightened few elites who were home. With a solid kick, the door of the unit flew in. Alice turned, flipping up the screen of her hologram device, and aimed back toward the street where she’d been. Sure enough, an image of herself appeared, and as she ducked into the house, it too started running.
“You need to get me one of those,” Scorpio said as he followed her to a room and out the back.
“That’s just the beginning,” Alice said with a rising sense of pride. “You have no idea what I’m capable of now.”
“Like the door?” They climbed out onto a rooftop of a smaller unit, and his face went pale. “No, you didn’t. You got enhanced?”
“Only the first stage,” she answered, flinching as an explosion sounded nearby.
Nightshade’s piercing shout of anger echoed off of the nearby outer wall as Alice helped Scorpio down from the roof and into another alley. They ran, dodging left and right, not with anywhere in mind, but working to get away from her.
A dog emerged and wagged its tail at them, giving Alice cause to worry that it might bark, but they continued on without a problem.
Whirring sounded overhead and they spun to see four little drones, two of which had just locked onto them.
“Give me a break,” Scorpio shouted, then turned and dove into a nearby home, yelling into his earpiece, “Get us out of here, dammit!”
“We can’t get a fix on you—” Yerbuna started, but her voice was cut off by the drones opening fire. Another two came down in front of Alice and she backtracked, then turned left into another unit to try and work her way back to Scorpio.
“Stay with me!” she shouted into her earpiece, ignoring the old man who was gawking at her from a chair as she ran by. She came out the back and nearly ran right into Nightshade, who had just landed from a jump, judging by her stance. She turned up to stare at Alice, looking like a bug ready to bite her head off with that creepy mask.
Alice tried to shoot with her wrist piece, but the pellets bounced off Nightshade’s armor. Nightshade cocked her head, took a step forward, and then went flying sideways as Marick jumped into the picture, slamming his exoskeleton enforced elbow into her helmet and following it up with a kick that sent her to the ground.
He turned to Alice and said, “Get out of here!”
“Not without you,” she said, trying to think of what else she could try here. Grabbing one of the paintball-like objects, she let it fly at Nightshade. The ball hit her and exploded, filling the air nearby with little crackling noises and a gray smoke.
At first nobody seemed to know how to react to that, but then Nightshade shrieked. Her armor was sizzling as the corrosive gas began to take effect.
Marick didn’t hesitate, turning to grab Alice by the arm and pull her with him. They were running for their lives, but this was the first contact with her husband in over a year, and Alice couldn’t help but smile.
She pulled her arm free and took his hand instead, running with him and laughing.
“Did you see that? We took down Nightshade!”
“We got lucky,” he said, eyeing her with curiosity, then moving to a few small trees that led to what looked like a garbage chute. “This way.”
“You owned her,” Alice said. “Don’t sell yourself short. Also, hi. Should I say ‘nice to meet you,’ or…?”
He laughed, shaking his head, and then together they jumped, landing in a decline between the rows of buildings. “To you, I’m just the husband who’s been missing for a year. To me, you’re the woman who haunts my dreams, though I mean that in a good way.” He had her up, running again as the drones approached, and then they dove under an overhang, crawling along to another section where it let out. “I’ll catch on soon enough, so… just act normal.”
“Act normal?” she glanced at him, then back at the drones as they connected another scan.
“Yeah, tough circumstances for normal, I guess.” He shrugged, and then suddenly she saw Nightshade appear over his shoulder, stepping up onto a ledge about four buildings over, rifle at the ready.
“Down!” Alice yelled, slamming her hand onto her belt. The force field appeared instantly, the shots from Nightshade sparking and vanishing as they made contact.
“Nice toy,” Marick said with a grin, and they ran again as he pulled a rifle out. At the next building, he said, “Lower the shield.” When she did, he returned fire, but shook his head. “Didn’t get her.”
“She’s not our only problem,” Alice said, pointing past them to the streets beyond, where more soldiers were coming from. With the soldiers, the drones, and Nightshade, there was only one direction they could go—toward the wall. They ran, expecting more soldiers to pop up at any minute… and they were right.
A Taipan soldier came charging from one of the rooftops and leaped for Marick, but they were at the edge of the wall where construction was being done. Upon impact, the two of them went over the side.
Alice yelped and darted forward, stopping at the edge as she heard the clang below. She leaned, and saw them grasped in combat. Not wanting to wait here, she lowered herself over the edge, timing her fall just right, and landed with both feet kicking the Taipan soldier in the face. His helmet went flying off, and Marick pulled him up and over to slam him into the ground.
“Pete…” Marick said, staring at the man.
“Old chums?” Alice asked.
Pete pushed himself up and then fell, growling. “You betrayed us for what. Her?”
“It’s not like that,” Marick replied.
“Oh? And my sister? Did you tell her about how you beat Trish so you could escape?” He turned to Alice now. “Is that the kind of man you want?”
Alice frowned, knowing Marick had been through a lot, likely done much, but that didn’t sound like him. Then again, it wasn’t like this Nightshade character was a man, and she had no problem with Marick killing that bitch.
“I didn’t do it,” Marick said. And to Alice’s relief, she believed him.
Pete stared, then turned and started to make a move for his gun.
“I can’t let you do that.” Marick had his own up now, aimed at his old buddy. Pete lunged anyway, and Marick shot. The stun shot hit, and he collapsed.
“He’ll get a good long sleep, might not remember all of this when he wakes,” Marick said.
No resting yet though, because the drones whirred over above. It was clear there was no way out but down again.
“Take my hand,” Alice said, and Marick smiled as he did. Together, they jumped.
They landed and rolled, a quick glance around showing them they were in part of the New Origins military flight bay. Marick started to move for the closest door, when it opened to reveal Nightshade standing there, rifle at the ready.
“Step back,” she said.
Marick glared, but took Alice’s hand again and did so. Alice considered reaching for the gas balls, maybe the shield. But the lady was focused in on them, her helmet probably analyzing their every move. Nightshade was quite the sight, with her armor now covered in streaks of singed areas, some revealing her uniform beneath. She wore an exoskeleton on top of her armor, giving her a distinct advantage in many ways.
“Again,” Nightshade commanded, and then smiled as they did. “Enjoy the ride.” With that, she reached over and slammed her hand on a red button. An alarm sounded, followed by walls of thick glass and metal rising up between them.
A look around revealed that they had walked right into a small, triangled-off section of the area, an area she instantly recognized.
“Launch commencing,” an automated voice said. “In ten, nine…” It continued the count as Marick and Alice shared a look of panic.
“Launch what?” Marick asked.
“Us!” Alice glanced around, then remembered her belt. “Hold tight!”
She wrapped her arms around him, and he around her, and then she hit the button on her belt. The force field burst out, surrounding them, and they rose slightly, barely on the ground anymore.
“Will this protect us?” he asked, glancing at the force field with eyes full of fright.
“I honestly have no idea. But even if it does… we might be left to float through space. Either way… we’re in trouble.”
“Then we have to take this risk.” Marick squeezed her even tighter, lips pressed to her forehead. Whatever he was about to do, there was no question—it was incredibly dangerous. “Push through the pain. When it hits, I’m here. I won’t be going anywhere.”
“You’re scaring me.”
“I’m not going anywhere,” he repeated, then pressed a button on his suit.
It wasn’t instantaneous, and at first she thought nothing had happened. Then the blue light appeared, followed by purple. Their legs started to vanish as the light formed into squares and began to flit away.
“What the hell is happening right now?” she asked, voice shaking.
“Trust me,” he said, holding her face in his hands. “Please, trust me.”
She didn’t say anything, just held his hands there, staring into those eyes she had longed to stare into and wondered if she would ever be able to stare into again. Imagine the irony, to be reunited with him and have it yanked away like this.
Whatever he was trying, she had to hope that it worked.
She had to believe.
The air lock was open now and they were floating out, the force field protecting them. Half of the plan had worked. They glanced back to see Nightshade on the other side of the wall, helmet off now as she watched. Her mouth was open, eyes wide with shock.
Even she hadn’t seen everything yet.
“Ninety-five percent,” Marick said, eyes moving to a screen that apparently the hardware on the side of his head was letting him see. Then his comforting eyes returned to hers, and he asked, “Are you ready?”
“Promise to be gentle,” she replied, biting her lip.
“You know, using humor to mask times of fright… I think I remember that of you.”
“Or maybe everyone does it.”
He smiled, a smile that sent a chill through her bones, and then grabbed her hands, clasping them to his lips. “If this doesn’t work, it was all worth it to be reunited with you, even for these few moments.”
“If this doesn’t work, I’m giving God or whatever’s out there a piece of my mind.”
“There you go again, that humor thing.”
She choked back the next words, realizing that if this indeed didn’t work, there was only really one thing she’d have wished she would’ve done. She leaned forward, pressed her lips against his, and let the floodgates of her emotions burst forth. Hands now grabbing his face as he pulled her close. They kissed as if they had never kissed before and would never kiss again. The former not quite true, but in some ways completely true, the latter she damn well hoped wasn’t going to be. But in case it was, she wouldn’t let go, simply holding him there, the warmth of his lips against hers, the blue and purple light shining through her eyelids.
A man laughing.
She opened her eyes to see the light fading, fake trees around them, Marick right in front of her.
Again the laugh, and they looked down to see Intrepid lying on the ground, staring up at them.
“You two… you did it,” he said. “You came back to me. You idiots, get the hell out of here!” More gunshots sounded nearby. It wasn’t over!
“Not without you,” Marick said, breaking his hold with Alice to lift his friend up. The three started off, but paused at the sight of someone moving in from their right.
They all stopped, ready, but were relieved to see the Heel limping over. She had blood on her side, but smiled and said, “This way.”
Following her to the side of a building and then down a secret hatch beneath the stairs, they were greeted by Veles. He didn’t say a word, but nodded and led them on.
“It didn’t hurt,” Alice said, more of a realization. “Whatever happened, and I can’t begin to understand it…?”
“Teleportation.”
She blinked, clenched her jaw and then nodded. “Fine, questions later. The point is, it didn’t hurt like you seemed to think it would.”
Marick nodded. “I’ve been thinking about it. Maybe the energy field you created?”
That worked for her. The perfect combination, the two of them, she thought with a glance his way. She was impressed with the way his enhancements had made his muscles stand out more than ever, his jaw firm, and yet his eyes as kind and gentle as always.
When they were on the next floor down, moving toward the commercial shipping side of the station, Veles slowed his pace and said, “The space elevator is locked down, but not the ships yet. We have to get you out of here, now.”
“The sooner the better,” Marick said, taking Alice’s hand and squeezing it.
Veles gave them a smile, raised an eyebrow, and said, “We’ll see about getting you two a private room on the ship.”
Marick gulped, turning red, and Alice had to laugh. For him, it was like he was with a stranger, she imagined. At least, to a degree.
“Don’t worry,” she whispered into his ear. “I’ll be gentle.”
He laughed, squeezed her hand in return and just shook his head. “With my upgrades, I don’t know….”
“Oh, you didn’t hear?” She winked. “I got some upgrades myself. This could be… fun.”
His eyebrows arched, and clearly he was uncomfortable.
“Don’t worry,” she added with a nudge on his side. “We can take it slow, if you want. I know this must be weird.”
“What’s really weird,” Swinger’s voice came in over their earpieces, “is that we can hear this whole conversation. I mean, don’t stop, it’s hot as hell. Just wanted to let you know it’s also weird. Weird and hot.”
“Oh, come on,” Alice replied, rolling her eyes. “For the record, we’re… wait a minute. Where are you? Don’t tell me you’re still back there. You need to be on the ship!”
Veles glanced back with a worried look. “We have to keep moving.”
“He’s right,” Swinger said. “We have Scorpio, he made it. But we’re all going to stay here, put up the good fight. We’re counting on you, Alice.”
“No, you have to come—”
“There’s no time!” Yerbuna said. “We’ll keep them safe, don’t you worry.”
Veles led them down a stairway and to one of several ships on a runway. Intrepid, holding his weapon ready nearby, turned to Alice and said, “I’m going to watch over them.”
“Intrepid, no,” Alice protested. “You’re here, you’re coming with us.”
He gestured back at the command center, where several civilian flight controllers were listening in on a speaker.
“I imagine they’re getting orders to shut down as we speak, and any minute now this place will be crawling with PD soldiers. You need me to hold them off, to ensure those doors don’t close.”
Veles put his hand on Intrepid’s shoulder. “Welcome to the team.”
Intrepid nodded, then took Marick in an embrace. “It was good to see you again. When this is all over, I’m taking you to the best steak dinner place you’ve ever been. Well, you’ve been there many times, but you won’t know that.”
Marick laughed, and nodded. “Something tells me I look forward to being friends with you again.”
“We gotta go,” Veles said, eyes narrowing at the sight of the flight controllers, now starting to move out to them.
“On it.” Intrepid gave them one last smile and then turned, running off to deal with the flight controllers.
“Tell us what’s going on,” Scorpio’s voice came through this time, followed by Oliver, Swinger and Yerbuna all chiming in.
“Boarding now,” Alice said, then nodded to Veles. “Right?”
“You’ll be the last ship out,” he said. “Then they’ll shut down, so it at least looks like they tried.”
“I never thought I’d be saying this to you, but… thanks.”
Veles chuckled, then held his hand out. “I might be considered a criminal here, but you’ll see I do what I do for the right reasons, and make an excellent friend.”
“Friends then,” she said, and shook his hand.
Marick did the same. When they were done, they turned to the transport ship bound for Space Station New Hope. Marick held out his arm for her, and she took it. Together, the two of them walked up the ramp, to freedom.





EPILOGUE
MARCO: TRANSPORT SHIP DYNASTIC
Marick still couldn’t believe it as he stood at the round window in the cargo hold, watching the far-off image of Space Station Horus disappear into the distance. His wife, though he didn’t remember her in that way, yet, stood at his side, playing with his hair just behind his right ear. Her other hand was intertwined with his, and she stared out of the same window with him.
“You’re telling me…” He took a breath, still trying to process it all. “You’re saying you gave up your whole career, faked your own death, all so you could come find me?”
“Well, for answers. In all fairness, I didn’t know you were still alive. Hoped, but didn’t know.”
“That makes it even more remarkable,” he said, turning to her, arms around her waist. His mind told him this was moving too fast, that he didn’t know this woman long enough to be holding her so, but his heart said otherwise. “I mean, you came all that way, based on faith.”
“Or I’m a heartless bitch, and came for revenge.” She laughed. “But hey, gotta love hindsight. In the version we tell our kids, let’s say your version.”
He felt his stomach lurch. “We… have children?”
She laughed again, louder this time, but then covered her mouth before saying, “Not yet.”
“In your mind, is that soon?”
She turned back to the window, resting her head on his chest. “Soon in a relative sense, yes. But this is only the beginning, isn’t it? We have to expose this plot against the governments of Earth, but to do that, we have to escape with our lives. Will they believe us? Will they have co-conspirators down there who also try to have us killed?”
“No, what? Definitely not.”
“Marick, dear… You don’t think the corporations got to where they are without help? The governments would’ve moved in long ago, but I’m willing to bet the right amount of money in the right places, and nobody minds the supposedly more efficient private sector taking over operations.”
With a sigh, Marick nodded, getting it. “So… soon. After we’ve seen if we can stay alive, topple government-controlling evil corporations, and… anything I’m missing?”
She laughed, turning to face him with a devilish grin. “Well, there’s one other thing we have to do in order to have kids, but there’s no rush. When you’re ready.”
He smiled, kissed her again, this time with just as much passion as when they’d been at the edge of death’s gate, but with a hint of more intimacy. “Soon,” he said, kissing her again. “You know, relatively… soon.”
She hit him playfully, then collapsed into his arms again. Together they stood like that, staring out into space and wondering where their adventures would take them. It didn’t really matter though, Marick was certain. As long as he had her at his side, there was nothing that could stand in their way.
THE END
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BOOK 2 SAMPLE
TRANSPORT SHIP DYNASTIC


Transport Ship Dynastic had nearly cleared Space Station Horus’s outer limits when the ship started to slow at the sign of fighter ships approaching. An announcement rang out that all personnel were to remain in their rooms as Project Destiny soldiers came aboard and searched for stowaways.
Never one to jump to conclusions, Marick’s first hope was that this was a random check, performed on all transport ships traveling between space stations. They were transporting miners to a prison station, after all, and it seemed those in charge would want to be careful of just who was on board.
All of that was thrown from his mind when the speakers in the hall proclaimed, “We are being hailed in regards to a certain PD soldier, Stealth, A.K.A. Marick Carter, and a hacker known as Alice, leader of the Looking Glass terrorist team.”
“A.K.A., Alicia,” Marick said, turning to his wife. She was still in bed, and had been catching up on some well-deserved rest. Impersonating a PD recruit to challenge New Origins itself, all to save Marick, was a feat worth celebrating.
They had been quickly shown to their quarters and left there, with only a man named Antwon to check in on them from time to time and bring them food and water. Feeling like a prisoner while on their way to a prison station wasn’t great, but at the same time, this was their only way out of here. Station Horus had gone on lockdown and the space elevator would’ve been shut off. It wasn’t like they could hop a fence and run off to hide—out here, you ‘hop a fence’ and you’re left floating in space until you die.
Alicia, who had now begun referring to herself as such again, stirred, smiled… and rubbed her eyes as she sat up. When she opened her eyes again, a look of realization hit as the smile vanished.
“Damn, did they just say—”
“Yes,” Marick replied, handing her a glass of water and an energy bar. “We need a plan, fast.”
“You heard then?” a voice came from the door as it slid open. Alicia pulled back, covering herself with the sheets, even though she was wearing a pair of shorts and a tank top, given to them by the same man who stood in the doorway now. Antwon.
“Apologies for not knocking or announcing myself, but I’m sure you heard.”
Marick nodded, hesitantly, wondering which side of this the man fell.
Antwon grinned, then motioned for them to follow. “First things first,” he said, when he saw they weren’t moving. “You’ve been under our protection since Veles handed you over, and you’ll continue to be. He’s our man, through and through. Well, rather, we’re his men and women. So here’s what we need to do, figure out where to store you while they scan the place, without letting the captain of this ship in on your presence.”
“You’re with Veles?” Alicia asked. “Wouldn’t that make you one of the prison escapees?”
The man shrugged. “Overall, we benefit by having people on station and off. Enough of the prisoners of Ramiel are with us that we need a sort of emissary. That would be moi.”
A glance through the ship’s windows showed that the New Origins ships were already docking. Not much time.
“Too much worry on your faces,” Antwon said, gesturing in the other direction through the window. “See there?”
Marick looked first, then stepped back for Alicia to take a glance, relief flooding over him. “We’re not the only one being checked.”
“Which means,” Alicia added, turning back to them, “that they have no idea where we are.”
“And I’m going to keep it that way,” Antwon replied with a wink.
They darted along the main passage, but as clanking sounded ahead, Antwon cursed under his breath and moved to the left, going past a hold where already a soldier was within, questioning several miners who would be using the new space station as a jumping off port to asteroids farther out.
“You have somewhere in mind?” Marick asked in a whisper, and Antwon simply nodded, motioning them down a level.
They descended into a hole via a staircase, then moved along a line of cargo to what appeared to be a regular wall.
“In here,” Antwon said, placing his hand against the wall. Biometrics read his palm, then the wall opened into a door. “Smuggling. Sometimes the corporations can be stingy, and a bit of black market trading on the side is needed to make ends meet.”
Voices came from not far off, so Antwon quickly shooed them in and gave them a confident wave before closing them in darkness. Marick heard first his own breathing, then that of Alicia. Could he really be here with her, with the woman he had thought of as Alice the hacker, the target, not so long ago? How ironic if he made it to this point, only to be yanked away from her.
He wouldn’t let it happen. He couldn’t.
As they grew closer, he felt his blood boiling, his muscles tensing. He was overcome with the urge to bust through this door and smash their skulls in, destroy them in every way for ever thinking they could take him from Alicia, for causing her and him to be in this situation in the first place.
New Origins had almost taken everything from him that ever mattered, and they would pay. His senses became more intensified so that he could smell them out there, sense their movement, hear the sounds of their hearts beating. He wanted blood. By God, he would have it.
He took a step forward, prepared to do whatever it took to end this right here, even if it meant losing his life. He still wore the exo-skeleton with its teleporter, and Alicia had her force field. Perhaps there was a way they could survive this after all. Alicia’s hand touched his arm, gently, and it was like a floodgate had let out all the rage and hatred. He turned to her, blinking, and put a hand to his mouth at the realization that he had been about to do something incredibly foolish. Acting out now would have put the whole ship at stake. And going against a group of PD soldiers who might be trained to a level equal to himself? Not smart.
“There,” she mouthed, pointing, and he saw that this space actually led into a narrow chamber, like a hidden passageway along the walls. They were able to pause at a bend, listing as the soldiers asked about that door.
Antwon was making excuses, but he didn’t really need to. They’d be gone by the time the soldiers opened it, and the passageway wasn’t readily noticeable.
From the exploring they’d done of the ship earlier, they knew that going this way could lead to the deck, and just before that must be the control room and comms. Alicia had seemed to have this exact thought, because she motioned him on in that direction.
“We just need to lay low,” Marick hissed.
“No.” She motioned him on, no room for debate, and he wondered if she had always bossed him around like this. He kind of liked it.
Together they went on, pausing briefly as they heard two more soldiers pass by on the other side of the wall.
“It’s over there,” Alicia said, motioning to metal rungs that stuck out from the wall. “I’m going over.
He considered arguing, but glanced back. The voices were closer, though he couldn’t tell if they were just in the room they’d been in, or if they’d discovered the passageway after all. If they did come this way, it would be better to not be here.
“I’ll be right behind you,” he said, seeing that she was already climbing. He prepared, then glanced up right into the view of his wife, her fake PD soldier uniform tight on her perfect ass. Damn, how had he lived a year without seeing that view? She paused, turned around, and blew him a kiss.
That made his mouth go dry, until he reminded himself that she was his wife, after all. Not only was it okay to be caught checking her out, she probably liked it. As much as he wanted his memories back, this whole falling in love and lust all over again thing was nice for the time being.
More footsteps, and this time he was certain—they were in the passage with them. A glance up showed Alicia’s feet disappearing out of view, so he continued after her. Clang, clang, clang, the footsteps grew close and he heaved himself up, lying there on the metal that must’ve been the roof to a hallway. He didn’t dare move, in case doing so would alert them, but was ready to pounce if it came to that.
He couldn’t see Alicia, but as he listened and his blood started burning again, he heard her foot gently touch down on the other side. There was a click, then several tapping sounds, so faint he was certain no one else would notice.
“Crapcakes!” Alicia hissed, and Marick felt his stomach clench, hoping the PD soldiers hadn’t heard that. Some more clicking, followed, then another small outburst, but this one quieter and a simple, “Yes!”
A few long seconds passed, and then one of the soldiers said, “Incoming comms. They found them on one of the other ships. Move out.”
Marick and Alicia waited there, listening to them depart, and then a bit longer. Finally, a sound came from behind them, and then Antwon appeared, crouched in the darkness.
“You did something, I’m guessing?” he said with a knowing grin. “Veles mentioned how resourceful you two are. Thanks.” “Shouldn’t we be thanking you?” Alicia replied with a nervous chuckle.
He shrugged. “Maybe, but if they’d caught you all on this ship, that wouldn’t have been the end of it. At a minimum, you saved me from a bunch of paperwork, more likely something worse. Come on, I’ll get you somewhere closer to a bathroom and slightly more comfortable for the remainder of the trip. They followed him out, but on the way Alicia kept glancing over at Marick, concern creasing her face.
“Were you okay back there?” she finally asked. “You looked like you were about to explode, and I mean, more so than a normal person should look in that situation. And your right eye… it’s all bloodshot.”
“It felt like something was taking over me,” he admitted.
“Keep it inside,” she said, shaking her head. “At least until we can have someone check us out.”
“Us?”
She glanced over. “Did I say us?”
“You did.”
“Well, with the upgrades… or maybe stress? I’m not sure I feel myself completely either.”
A shot of panic hit him with a pain his chest and he grabbed her hand, giving it a slight squeeze as they went. She smiled at the gesture, squeezed back, and dropped the hand.
Finally, they reached the transport ship’s navigation chamber, where Antwon told the one woman in there to scram. When she was gone, he pointed to the far side, where a door was slightly visible in the shadows.
“There you go. Bathroom over there, to the right, and we’ll continue with food as before. That said, we shouldn’t be too long now. I’ll see that you aren’t disturbed by telling them I’m plotting our next course.”
“You’re a…?”
“No, I don’t work in navigation,” he said with a laugh, “but the corporations have people like me, some on their side, some not. The ones that fall in the not category, you have to watch out for.”
“And you fall in the latter?” Marick asked.
Antwon shrugged, tugged at the charcoal vest he wore, and smiled. “If you need anything, I’ll be around.”
“Why are you doing this for us?” Alicia asked.
“Let’s just say Veles put in a good word for you two. With us, all we have is trust. He says you’re family, you’re family to me too.”
Marick thanked their new friend, then joined Alicia in the hidden chambers Antwon showed them to. It wasn’t what they’d had before, but was small enough to force the two to sit closer. As much as that made Marick uncomfortable, he preferred it this way.
His memories of his wife weren’t coming to him as fast as he’d hoped, and he still felt like a stranger with her. But together in close quarters like this, he loved that he didn’t have to try to be close to her, he just was. They were in what must have been a storage room of some sort, with only a dim light from the blue glowing lines around the edges of the walls.
She took his hand, kissed it, and then leaned into him.
“I know you don’t remember this,” she said, “but when we were young, just starting to fall in love, you had roommates, in this horribly ugly yellow military housing the Marines put you in.”
“Yeah?”
She smiled at him, as if she was back there at that moment, young and falling in love for the first time. “We hid in a closest just like this. It stank, it was embarrassing—your fellow jarheads just outside, us trying to keep quiet so they wouldn’t know we were in there….”
“Oh, God. That sounds horrible.”
“It wasn’t,” she replied, pulling his hand to her waist. “You were loving, caring… wild.”
“I didn’t,” he said in surprise. “Right there, in the closet while my friends were in the other room?”
“It was more me, but you went along with it,” she replied, then moved in and kissed his neck. “How could I resist. And you know what?”
He cocked his head, wondering what she would say next. Finally, he took the bait. “What?”
“Nothing’s changed,” she replied, leaning into him for a long kiss. He was eager to get off of this ship and figure out the plan, to be done with all of this chaos and the PD soldiers and New Origins. But, for now, he was quite all right with this trip taking as long as it wanted.
(Read More…)
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Thank you for reading PROJECT DESTINY! Please consider leaving a review on Amazon and Goodreads.
Would you like to join my newsletter and get a free book? Join now and you get a copy of SHADOW CORPS!




And…
Don’t forget to pick up book 2!





Now I have become Death, and my shadow shall consume worlds. 
Samantha continues her journey with the Shadow Corps, an elite group of the universe's most deadly warriors. They must stop the other two ancient guardians turned evil, the space dragons, in order to find out who is really behind this upsurge in the enemy's power. 
Once again she must come out swinging, to bring destruction to evil that lurks in the darkest corners of the universe. 

Have you checked out the Seppukarian Universe? If you would like to check out the spinoff series, as listed in the SHIFTING DIMENSIONS anthology.





Marines think outside the box, but what happens when they think outside the known universe and time itself? 
Whisked away through time loops that distort reality, a group of Space Marines explore different worlds and shifting dimensions as they combat an alien invasion. The edge-of-your-seat adventures in these alternative realities form the backbone of this anthology, which is full of exciting stories from debut and best-selling authors in the science fiction genre. Come aboard and experience exhilarating battles against mechs, drones, alien warriors with biotech armor, and tales of future combat that will blow your mind. 
Featuring a Foreword by Nick Cole 
Featured Authors: 
L.O. Addison
George S. Mahaffey Jr. 
Kyle Noe
Gentry Race
Justin Sloan
Jonathan Yanez

And you can now get Jonathan Yanez’ spinoff series!





Because the universe can’t save itself. 
When others run from danger, Riot runs toward it.
When others throw up, she throws down.
And when there’s a brawl in a bar, well … she’s probably the one who caused it.
But now, the person voted least likely not to blow stuff up by her unit has been given another mission: explore the universe and forge bonds with new alien races in order to save earth from another invasion.
Backed by her ride or die crew - the only guys she’d trust on a mission such as this - and a scientist, because, well, science, Riot blasts off in a spaceship headed to distant galaxies, the fate of the planet resting on her shoulders.
Bring the thunder is a fantastical space marine adventure with rollercoaster-like action and the kind of snarky humor you’ve come to love in movies like guardians of the galaxy.
If you like the whiplash action of The Ember War and the ridiculousness of We Are Legion (We Are Bob), then you’ll be obsessed with the War Wolves series. 
Get your copy today to blast off to non-stop fun and war-games.

Also, you can check out the Syndicate Wars books. The first three are coming out from Podium in an Audiobook boxset - November 28!
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