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—  CHAPTER 1  —

I tried to break away from her, but my hands betrayed me, sliding down her shoulders rather than releasing them. Only moments had passed since my brush with death at the robotic hands of a homicidal droid, but that didn’t explain why my heart was beating so fast.

Nor the sweating hands.

What the hell? Was I about to kiss this alien?

I thought through the extensive catalog of embarrassing things I’d done or said under the influence of combat stress. Smooching with non-humans would be a first, but not quite the worst.

Not today, though. I flinched at the psychic burn as Silky’s mind mercilessly blasted away these distracting thoughts, until she was all business once more.

She was my section leader, after all. And we were on a mission.

“Sel-en-Sek just reported in before I had to fry our comms,” she said. “The Port Authority accepted our authorization code, and he’s about to pilot the ship out into the bay. However, now that you’ve made all that noise, NJ, I want to gather the others and meet up in the–”

Silky was interrupted by the forward hatch opening. We took cover and drew our weapons, but it was only Shahdi and Nolog.

Our comrades locked the hatch behind them and ran into our lower hold compartment.

Former Flight-Corporal Nolog-Ndacu was a Tallerman, a race of blocky humanoids who hibernate through the centuries-long winters on their home planet in a state that is more mineral than animal. He possessed the kind of stoic attitude that you would expect from someone who looked like a small hillock. It took a lot to worry him, but with the way he was swinging his arms as he pounded along the deck… I’d say he was fleeing.

“NJ here,” I said and broke cover. “Status?”

“We encountered a hostile droid,” Shahdi explained without slowing. At nineteen years of age, Shahdi Mowad bore an uncanny resemblance in both looks and attitude to the teenage version of my first wife, Sanaa. She tried to act how she imagined a rock-hard veteran should – like her murdered parents, I guess – but I caught the tremble in her voice.

“It’s okay. We met one already.” I pointed at the deactivated heap of smart-ass metal, and was surprised when neither Shahdi nor Nolog stopped. “They’re tricky,” I told them, “but together we can beat them.”

“It wasn’t that model,” said Nolog, or rather the thought-to-speech speaker in his collar did. “It was more–”

He came to an abrupt halt, though abrupt when you’re a minor geographical feature meant his stopping distance was about ten feet. He froze and vacuumed up a stiff breeze through his highly sensitive nose. His shoulders stayed as rock steady as an armored cupola, but within that ring of muscle the ball of his head tilted upward. He pointed up too. “More like that.”

The overhead in the lower hold was a complex topography of ribbing, access ports, sensors and grilles, but as I studied the portion Nolog pointed to, I sensed there was something about its bumpiness that wasn’t right.

What I had thought were four circular ventilation shafts marking out a small rectangle resolved into four unidirectional engines that gripped the overhead with extendable suckers. While the engines spun briefly in what looked like a power-up test sequence, the empty space between the engines revealed itself to be filled, though the details were still indistinct. Whatever was up there lazily shed its stealth cloaking to unveil its true shape. It was a double-headed rocket between which three revolving discs were sandwiched, bristling with guns, sensors, and a lust for killing that made the maintenance bot that had almost killed me seem as gentle as sleeping puppies laid on a mile-deep bed of soft feathers. I knew what this was.

Silky and Shahdi shot at the de-stealthing droid.

“Cease fire,” I said grimly. “You’re more of a danger to us than to it.” I watched in horror as two more droids began appearing out of the overhead to either side. “They’re LTB-10 combat droids. Little Tin Bastards. We’re outgunned.”

“Don’t stare at it like it’s a piece of frakking high-class artwork,” suggested Silky helpfully. “Run!”


—  CHAPTER 2  —

Revenge Squad.

Port Zahir branch.

If you know the stories, then you won’t be surprised to hear this tale of the evening we were chased by killer combat droids through the hold of a freight ship called Spirit of Progress. 

In the summer of 2762, this was just another day in the office.

You must have at least heard of Revenge Squad, but if you suspected the stories are wildly exaggerated, well… not all of them are.

My name is Ndeki Joshua McCall, though ‘NJ’ is a popular form for people shouting at me in a hurry. I was born, bred, engineered and augmented to be an Assault Marine. I was never supposed to retire.

So when the Human Legion actually beat all the odds and started winning its war, it had to figure what to do with the old soldiers. In my case, that meant dumping me on a planet called Klin-Tula and telling me I was now a reservist-colonist.

The journey from Legionary to civilian was the hardest campaign many of us would ever face. Many fell along the way, and I would have joined them too if not for Silky.

My journey was not over, but for now I was taking an extended stopover with Revenge Squad. Why? I like to think it was philosophy that drew me to them.

Mess with our friends and we’ll mess with you. With interest.

As corporate philosophies went, Revenge Squad Incorporated’s was one that made a lifetime of sense.

Say what you like about the company, I don’t care. True, some of our main board were insane, and Revenge Squad was deeply entwined with a dark conspiracy called the Phoenix Cabal that was infecting every organ of power on the planet. But I’d signed up to the organization with the best corporate mission statement on the whole of Klin-Tula, and that more than offset the bad stuff.

Besides, nine months into my posting at the Port Zahir branch, I was experiencing something I never thought would be possible again. I was having a good time.

Payback is profitable. That’s the flipside of our corporate philosophy, the slogan we don’t use in our media adverts. Never having encountered the concept of money until after the war, the profit motive hadn’t bothered me a great deal when I signed up, but under the leadership of our ancient war hero, Laban Caccamo, we now made serious checks to ensure we would never again be used as puppets in someone else’s turf war, no matter how fat the paycheck.

Which gave me a tingling feeling when I buried my fists into someone else’s face, because that individual was very definitely probably a bad person.

For example, imagine that you’ve paid your monthly premiums to mount one of our Revenge Squad logos outside your house, and some inconsiderate shunter dumps their truck in your parking space. We will find out who they are and park somewhere inconvenient for them. In an armored vehicle, perhaps. With an offensive slogan painted on the side, and an even more offensive junior employee inside glaring at them.

But if our background checks discovered that this parking transgressor was, in fact, your ex-wife, and she was only parking outside your home because you asked her over, then we would remove your Revenge Squad plaque and then park something more interesting at your home. Such as a wrecking ball. In your bedroom. In the middle of the night.

Mess with our friends and we’ll mess with you. But mess with Revenge Squad, and you’d better flee to the nearest spaceport and pray that something interstellar is leaving soon, because we will find you.

Now that our section had passed its probation, I did more than take revenge for petty thieving and the like.

Which is why one early evening in the summer of 2762, a short while before we were pursued by combat droids, you would have found me prying open another mini-container of cargo in the lower hold of Spirit of Progress, a freight ship partially laden with machine parts to feed the growing industrial belt that ran through the center of Tata-East province. Essentially, these were robots that would build the robots that would then construct the assembly line that would build… Actually, I didn’t know what they would have built. They weren’t building it now.

The ship belonged to Blue Star Logistics, a freight transportation company who had sabotaged the proof of concept of a small rival hoping to provide cost-effective local freight management that would save on port fees for the big shipping companies. Several innocent sailors were injured in the process, which was very bad for Blue Star because they’d picked on a Revenge Squad client.

I attached two color-coded charges to the cargo: a blue disc would fry circuitry with an EMP blast. The red one was a modified breaching charge, just powerful enough to punch a hole through the most sensitive part of the machinery, which according to my highly skilled eye meant the bits with the most flashing lights when this thing was active.

Satisfied the charges were secure, I checked the monocle over my left eye. It told me nothing of interest. Typical!

In theory, the monocle was a junior version of the tactical display shown on the inside of an ACE-series combat helmet.

If all was well, then if I switched to active signal mode, I would see a tactical interpretation of the Spirit of Progress with my two squadmates in the wheelhouse, and the rest of us laying charges throughout the hold. But that would mean using active radio comms, which might not go unnoticed.

Instead, we relied on tight beam microwave links, and there was no way to establish a network through this maze of hardened bulkheads, blast-proof hatches, and sturdy baffles that were designed to prevent fluid cargoes from slopping around.

I didn’t like this isolation in what could turn into a hostile environment. For all I knew, my comrades had already been picked off and killed one by one. I wouldn’t know a thing about it until it was my turn. I was relying upon Chikune and Sel-en-Sek in the wheelhouse to keep an eye out for trouble. César, too, should be overseeing events through the sights of his sniper’s rifle from his post on the third floor of the Port Authority office overlooking the quay.

I did trust them but my faith was brittle. For a start, César wasn’t who he claimed to be, and I worried he was overstretching himself by also guarding the two sailors we had knocked out. Chikune was exactly who he claimed: a desperate man who would sell me out in an instant if it suited his purpose. Even my friend, Sel-en-Sek, had been completely off his game lately, distracted by something personal that he refused to reveal.

But our squad boss, Silky, was in charge for a reason, and if she said we should run silent, then that’s what I would do.

I snapped my attention back to the job in hand. As a professional purveyor of revenge, I understood that there was more to payback than blowing things up and hurting bad people: the deed must be seen to be done.

I grabbed the intelligent aerosol canister from my hip pouch and fired a burst at the machinery. It was a silly name. There was nothing intelligent about the acid that flew out of the nozzle onto the shiniest surface I could find, well away from the direction of the shaped charge I had prepared. The familiar pattern of an R and an S inside a circle appeared on the burnished metal. The English language version of the Revenge Squad logo wasn’t proof of anything. Who, me, officer? I was nowhere near the ship. Nonetheless, Salty Harmony would know that their Revenge Squad premiums had been well spent, and Blue Star Logistics had better think twice before bullying a smaller rival again.

Yeah, Salty Harmony. That was our client on this job.

Salty Harmonic Corporation – as they would expect me to call them – sounded like one of the new virtual sex arenas everyone was talking about. The name said it all. Not because the company specialized in saltwater operations; they did load some cargo in deep water but operated mostly in freshwater. As for harmonic, this was the Littorane idea that the entirety of existence is but a complex song, and if you find yourself in a patch of discord, you need maximum prayer and religious observance to fast forward to the next outbreak of harmony.

Ah, yes, the Littoranes. Our clients were amphibious aliens who look like a cross between crocodiles and tadpoles, and possessed a mania for cults and religious visions that made them fascinating to watch – preferably at a safe distance from the far side of the galaxy.

Words you did not want to hear from a Littorane mouth: holy war. The Human Legion hadn’t entirely finished fighting the last one, and yet I’d read worrying intelligence about Littorane religious gangs driving other species out from their areas of the city.

My monocle display reminded me I had just six minutes left before we had to move to the upper hold to dump the lighter cargo into the deep water of the bay. Time to get a move on. I jogged rearward one compartment, cursing the bulkhead hatches which were heavier than many I had experienced on starships.

I bit my lower lip. Before me was a tower of miniature crates, a three by three array stacked four tiers high. I only had two charges remaining. Luckily, I had a Plan B ready to deploy in case we were discovered. Our standing orders were to run and evade capture at all costs, but I didn’t like to go out for an evening without bringing a little protection.

I unclipped the fusion grenade from my chest webbing and adjusted the yield for minimum heat and maximum burst radius, to go off in eleven minutes. That should melt anything delicate, and set the crates ablaze if they were at all flammable.

With Klin-Tula’s commercial freight traffic being a rounding error compared to the massive logistical operation that supplied the Legion’s war machine, the ship’s hold was not designed to be stacked full of standardized containers. Instead, there were ropes, nets, straps, stanchions and lashing points aplenty. So it was the task of moments to rig a cargo net over the tower of crates, which I climbed, before prying open one of the boxes on the third tier.

The front panel fell with a clang onto the deck to reveal a maintenance robot, a general-purpose unit that would assemble and repair the larger equipment. I laughed at its cute design with a cylinder-like head with front-facing sensor apertures, and human-like arms folded over a cylindrical chest. Only its tracked wheels spoiled the android effect. I wished I’d had more time. I could have used it well by drawing a mouth and nose onto the robot’s face. Maybe a luxurious beard.

“Never mind, you’ll still do, pal.” I placed the grenade in its hands, and was about to scramble back down to the deck when the robot’s head rotated through 90° and stared me in the face.

Time slowed.

I had taken out serious combat droids during the War of Liberation. I’d flown through nuclear fire to assault the homeworld of the White Knights themselves. On one occasion, buoyed by a large quantity of bittered ale, I’d even challenged our team gambler, Sel-en-Sek, to a game of cards. None of those deeds of bravery prepared me for the shock of this robot coming to life.

I squeaked like a mouse with chronic anxiety issues. My heart pounded so furiously in the resonant chamber of my chest that it was a wonder the ship didn’t roll over.

I stared at the robot. The robot stared back at me.

It took several seconds of this tense stand-off before I realized the robot wasn’t actually staring at anything. I didn’t know what had triggered the movement; there was no hum of power, no status lights to register activity. Nothing. The robot was inactive. How could it be otherwise? It was packed for transportation to another continent.

“Now that,” I told the robot when I was finally satisfied I wasn’t being attacked, “was not very nice.”

With inhuman speed, the robot’s arm lashed out at my chest, pushing me off the stack of crates. I lunged for the netting with my fingertips and clung on, barely.

“Here, pal,” the robot said in a voice that was a replica of my own. “Your item is not appropriate in this area. Take it back.” Beams of light shot out from an arc around the top of the robot’s head, piercing the dimness of the hold.

I looked down and saw, picked out by the intense white light, the grenade the robot had replaced into my webbing.

I grabbed at the primed fusion bomb, but the robot had been waiting for this and picked that moment to shove me off the tower of crates. This time successfully.

I was so old, I didn’t actually know my age, but I could still move when I needed to. I pushed off with my feet, back-flipped in midair, and by the time I landed on the deck, I’d flung out the grenade, sending it sailing through the air into the far corner of the compartment.

Before I could draw my machine pistol, a blast of heat and light threw me across the hold as the grenade exploded prematurely. I thudded into one of the metal baffles that rose a dozen feet from the deck.

I lay there, straining to wrap my brain around what was going on. It doesn’t sound impressive, I know, but explosions do that to me sometimes.

To your feet, Marine, said the ghost of long-dead Sergeant Chinole in my head. If the robot could detonate the grenade, maybe it can blow the charges stashed in your hip pouch.

I watched, entranced, as the robot floated down toward me, its descent slowed by hissing air jets. One by one, a dotted circle of lights lit up on its chest, drawing my attention to the protuberance at its center. My ears were still ringing from the blast, but I heard the whine of a powerful capacitor charging.

NJ! barked the Sarge. Ndeki! 

“Yes, Sergeant,” I shouted and finally leapt into action. I threw my pouch with the remaining charges across the deck, drew my pistol and fired three short bursts. Sparks flew off the metal body of the robot, sending whining bullets ricocheting dangerously around the compartment.

The robot kept coming, the red circle of lights nearly complete. The crescendo of pent-up power rose to dominate the ringing in my ears to earsplitting levels. The penultimate light went red.

I counted to two.

And then rolled away to one side, a heartbeat before the robot’s chest laser seared the air and burned through the baffle, filling the air with the tang of molten metal.

The robot lumbered toward me on its tracks, ten feet away now, its laser charging again.

I had a few seconds. I closed my eyes and withdrew into my mind where my ghosts were waiting for me.

Advice! I shouted. Give me options.

Calm down, said my late wife, Sanaa. We’re in our part of your mind now, running at a much faster pace than the world outside. In fact, if you’d acted with a little less haste in the first place, you would have thought to fish out your EMP charge before tossing away your pouch. We need that EMP weapon now. You’re getting excitable, Ndeki. Twitchy. You need to sort that.

I took the mental equivalent of a few deep breaths and followed her advice. Not the twitchy part — even if there could ever be a right time to take marital advice from a dead spouse, then this was not it — but the part about the EMP charges.

Check my visual memory buffer, I instructed Bahati, my slightly less late wife. Where did my pouch land?

It’s no use, Ndeki, she told me. You weren’t looking. I can’t see where it landed, and if you search for it, metal boy will cut you in two and us with you.

I’ll have to shoot out the laser, I said. The robot’s casing is hardened, but the laser won’t be.

Too risky, said the Sarge. I know that model from when I was posted to the Akinschet mining colony. The tin thing will have multiple tools inside its chest casing. Even if you do destroy the laser, it will just shift to another lethal alternative.

You don’t know that, I told him. And I can shoot out the next tool it points at me.

Negative, the Sarge insisted. Too many variables. Take cover and wait for backup.

I grimaced inwardly. I’d never disobeyed the Sarge when he was alive, and so far that hadn’t changed after he died. But my former squad leader was now a memory recording fused with his combat AI, and plugged into one of the ports that ran down my spine. At least, he had been when I’d first plugged him in. I wasn’t sure what my ghosts were now.

Trust your gut, Bahati whispered. It doesn’t let you down. Not often.

I chose to believe her. I gave Bahati a wink. Sorry, Sarge.

I pulled myself out of my mind. Getting in is easy, but in the other direction it’s like levering yourself out of a pool of glue. I pulled away and plopped back into the real world.

The robot had advanced about two feet while I’d been away.

“Let’s see you dodge this,” I told it, and opened fire at its chest laser.

Or tried to.

I got as far as squeezing the trigger, but instead of a burst of bullets, all I got was the empty alert tone sounding from the magazine. Which was a lie. I had plenty of rounds in reserve.

“Out of luck, human.”

Damned civilian-grade weapon. Even this maintenance bot could hack it.

I took one look at the half-circle of lights around its chest and made a mental note to never be so dumb as to ignore the Sarge in the future.

I ran for cover before it sliced me in two.

I was caught with my back to a twelve-foot high internal wall that ran nearly halfway across the compartment. I had nowhere else to go, so I went up.

Twelve feet is a long way up for an Earthborn human, but I was born on the world of Nanatsu-7, and my ancestors had been re-engineered by alien geneticists for a (brief) lifetime of war. Being able to move across obstacles was very definitely a part of that job description.

I grabbed the top of the baffle with ease and vaulted over. The landing was not so accomplished. Instead of landing on the deck on the far side, I grunted as the breath was knocked out of my lungs when I fell on something hard just over the lip of the baffle. The far side was stacked with filled sacks, nearly up to the top.

The sacks saved my life because a second after I landed, the robot fired directly beneath me, cutting cleanly through not only the baffle, but carving through the sacks and the netting that secured them.

I flung my arms out for balance. Without the netting to secure it, the stack of sacks was starting to collapse.

I reached the controller behind my ear to set my comms to active mode, but stopped halfway there. Instead I went prone and silent. What if the robot thought it had killed me?

No such luck. “Still alive?” the robot said. “I admire luck in a flesh-sentient.”

I rolled my eyes. “And I like machines with a sense of character,” I replied, crawling away along the collapsing stack, keeping close to the baffle. “With so much in common, why don’t we stop this fighting and go for a drink instead? Who knows where that might lead?”

“Crawling away will not aid you,” said the robot. (I carried on anyway.) “I will not miss with my next shot and I have disabled your armament. How does it feel to know you are about to die?”

“Like it’s just another day in the office.” I set my comms to active mode. Nothing happened.

“It’s no use trying to call for help,” said the robot. Annoyingly, its impersonation of my voice was getting more accurate every time it spoke. “Your communication device is easily nullified.”

I wasn’t worried. Help would come. I just had to keep this metal annoyance occupied.

“You’re enjoying this, aren’t you?” I accused.

“You have no frakking idea how much,” it answered in my voice. “I’ve never killed a human before. It’s always been an ambition of mine.”

I heard the wheeze of a turbine and my monocle helpfully pointed out the hopelessness of my situation by drawing a blue wire frame representation of the robot levitating on the other side of the baffle.

I still wasn’t worried, but with my heart pounding and the sweat running down my back, I admit to the onset of mild anxiety. I had to find a weapon and quickly.

I ripped open a damaged sack and sunk my hand into a sticky white powder. It felt like clay. Would it absorb the energy of the laser?

A flash of hope raced through my mind.

And then I remembered the laser had sliced clean through sacks filled with this clay. But it did give me an idea.

I waited until the crescent of light cresting the robot’s head rose over the top of the barrier between us, the whine of its motor and the charged laser combining to make the metal wall throb with power. I jumped off the collapsing heap of sacks, grabbed the top of the wall, and swung myself up. Gripping the lip of the baffle with my legs, I threw a fistful of clay at the robot’s face.

“Idiot,” it sneered, which was just as well because its gloating gave me just enough time to bring the real weapon in my other hand to bear.

Revenge Squad logos bloomed over the robot as I sprayed every shot of acid out of my can of intelligent aerosol. I aimed for any kind of aperture, lens or aerial, and was about to spray the laser when the robot tilted back in midair, aiming the weapon in my face.

High-energy coherent light seared the air behind me as I jumped up and onto the robot, intending to cling on and rip it apart with my bare hands.

The prospect of applying violence with hands and feet was so delicious that it was only at the last moment that I noticed it felt as if I were falling into a furnace.

Over a cup of coffee during one of the occasional intervals between people – and now robots – trying to kill me, I could have told you that directed energy weapons generate so much heat, that the fastest way to blow up your enemy in starship combat is to sabotage its heat sinks. Guess the principle also applied to mining lasers, or whatever this tin thing was using. I twisted in mid-air and kicked at my opponent as I passed, sending it clanging against the baffle. I could feel the heat burning through my boots as I touched it.

I landed on my feet like a gymnast a fraction of my age, and then sprinted away. On the other side of the compartment was a narrow shelf partially filled with small rectangular crates. I made it to the shelf and leapt over the crates without being killed. Both my ears and my monocle confirmed the robot had descended to the deck and was headed my way.

“You have blinded me,” the Ndeki Joshua sound-alike told me.

“Oh, dear,” I said, hugging the deck behind the crates. “That must be dreadfully inconvenient.”

“Only to a degree.” The robot halted, still some distance away. Good. I hoped it had run out of power. “I can still use my front-mounted echo location,” it told me. “Surrender yourself. Make it easier.”

“No, you surrender.” We had reached the end game, and I was going to win this. I got to my knees and tested the heft of one of the square boxes. It was empty. Perfect.

I frowned. Why hadn’t the robot tried to finish me off? Maybe it had only been trying to frighten me all along? “Do you have a prime directive or some such,” I asked it, a wild hope claiming me. “Thou shalt not harm a human, or by your inaction cause a human to be harmed.”

“Yes.”

Yes? Was it really going to be this easy?

“You have the wording almost exactly correct,” the robot explained. “My programming is underpinned by a prime directive. I must not harm the bottom line of Blue Star Logistics, nor by my inaction cause corporate profitability to be harmed. This is why I must kill you. Eventually. It is only a coincidence that hurting sentients is a hobby of mine that I rarely get to indulge.”

I shrugged. Time to end this. I threw the empty crate into the air, waited for the robot’s laser to shoot it, and when it did I charged the robot.

It was a simple enough tactic. Now I had drawn the laser’s fire, I would hack its barrel off with my monofilament blade before the robot had time to recharge.

Behind me, the crate I had thrown landed on the deck with a hollow thud.

By the time I had drawn my knife, I began to wonder why the crate had sounded intact and why the air didn’t carry the perfume of after-laser ozone. I didn’t spend much time with these concerns because more pressing was the realization that the reason the robot had halted twenty feet away was because it had plugged itself into a power socket.

“Ship’s main power is rated at 6 GJ,” my voice gloated out of my opponent. “That’s a lot of shots before I have to recharge again. Go on, human. Take your chances and rush me.”

I backed away toward my shelf. “Shoot me and you’ll damage this extremely valuable cargo I’m standing in front of.”

“With a low-powered shot, it’s not much of a risk.”

“But one all the same. I tell you what, robot. I’ll cut you a deal. If it helps, tell yourself this is the pleading of a doomed sentient. You like that, eh, killer?”

I was standing in front of a homicidal robot aiming a death beam at my chest. If you think that I was acting… well, a little casual about my imminent death by robot, then relax. I wasn’t as mad as I sound. My radio link was useless but there are some forms of communication that can neither be blocked by ceramalloy hatches and bulkheads, nor by psychotic robots. Call them psychic waves. Or psionic meta-pulse beam modulation mommas. Fate hadn’t seen fit to give me the instruction manual, so I didn’t know the proper term, but I did know that if I screamed in my head like a little boy pursued by wasps, then someone would hear me. A very specific someone.

“Oh, I’m liking this all right,” said the robot. “Guard the assembly site, they tell me. Klin-Tula is a lawless planet, they say. Lawless planet? The only intruder I’ve ever shot was a rat. And it was limping. They even boxed me up for transit. And then you came.”

A new blob appeared in my monocle’s tactical grid. This one was yellow, which meant it was one of the good guys. See? I told you there was no need to worry.

“No deal,” the robot said. “Surrender. Hands high and walk away from the cargo. This is your only chance.”

“No, you surrender. I have a weapon against which you are powerless. Resist and you will be deactivated. Permanently.”

There was a long pause. Even robots far superior to this one struggle with the unexpected, and it probably detected the truth in my voice. I had meant every word. “I think you are lying,” it nonetheless said. “If you have a secret weapon describe it immediately or I shall shoot.”

Hedging its bets, eh? I liked this robot.

“All right,” I said. “You win. My secret weapon is…” I waited until the right moment for maximum dramatic effect. “My secret weapon is right behind you.”

The robot twisted around but it was too late. An EMP burst blew it away. Fried my comms and turned my monocle black into the bargain.

“Frakk you, human,” said the origin of the yellow dot in my monocle. “Why tell it to turn around?”

I walked over to her. “Sorry, boss. Couldn’t help myself.”

Hands on hips, and brow knitted, you could easily assume Silky was angry. But I knew better.

The section leader was a Kurlei, an empath species which meant she looked like a pale corpse dredged from the white silt of a dried-up riverbed and cloaked in desiccated fish skins. A nest of stubby appendages swept back from her forehead, resembling a cross between squid tentacles and dreadlocks. Despite the red ribbons tied around the lengths that hung down the back of her long neck, they weren’t just for show. They could both detect and emit emotions.

Although I personally possessed the empathy of a block of cold granite, I was probably the only person on the planet who was so attuned to her that I could read her feelings. I suspect the fact I’d picked up this talent was linked to us being married. Right now, I could feel Silky’s dominant emotion was a heady sense of relief.

“Stop fooling around, McCall,” she snapped, unconvincingly. “We’ve work to do and we’re running out of time.”

“Roger that, boss.” I gave her a hug and she calmed a tad.

“You’re welcome,” she said, and handed me the pouch of charges I’d tossed across the deck. “Just as well you leave your litter all over the place. I was all out of EMP charges because, unlike some useless vecks, I haven’t wasted my time playing silly games with robots. I’ve kept to the schedule.”

I noticed that we’d somehow transferred the charges without breaking the embrace. If anything, Silky was beginning to melt into my arms. A complex brew of emotions radiated from her tentacles, pulling me down toward them. Her black eyes in their dark orbits looked up at me. I used to think her dark pits looked demonic, but these days they reminded me of the lethal beauty of deep space. Silky released a long breath that half whistled through her pursed lips.

For the first time, I deliberately breathed in her exhalation, sucking up her scent while remaining locked in her gaze. Her alien breath carried the pleasant freshness of mint and parsley. Now, that was a surprise. I’d been with her for almost two years, but I was only now discovering an urgent curiosity about such details. I decided her scent suited her.

The curiosity popped. Exotic alien scents, my ass! I recognized that smell all right. She had run out of toothpaste that morning and borrowed mine.

Breaking away, though, wasn’t as easy as it should have been. My hands had malfunctioned, rebelled. They wouldn’t let go of Silky – not until I admitted to myself that I was holding her not only as if she were a human, but a human with lips like a black hole – an extreme space-time event swallowing all thoughts that didn’t involve my lips brushing against hers.

As I told you at the start, Silky purged our minds of these thoughts with the psychic equivalent of a nuclear sterilization. What I didn’t mention, though, was that I knew they would return to torment me.

Fortunately, this was the moment Nolog and Shahdi picked to come clanging through the hatch, Little Tin Bastards in hot pursuit.

Which left me with what seemed at the time to be a much simpler problem.

How to get off this ship alive.


—  CHAPTER 3  —

I winced as Nolog slammed the hatch shut; the door’s impact made an echoing ring like my old regiment’s funeral bell.

The death toll wasn’t ringing for us, though. Not yet. The combat droids had chased us along three compartments toward the ship’s stern, but we were still alive.

“Stand clear!” Shahdi called out as she activated the last of our shaped charges, hoping that would blast the hatch controls into oblivion, keeping us locked in and the droids out. I was already standing clear. I was doing more than standing: I was looking around trying to think of the best way out of this mess. Same as everyone else.

“Why are we still alive?” asked Silky as a loud crack pierced the compartment when Shahdi’s charge went off.

It was a fair question. If we had faced frontline combat droids, we would have been riddled with holes two compartments ago. But that’s not what we were facing. “They’re LTB-10s,” I explained, “a much earlier model than you faced in the war. The Sarge said the tens never made it past field trials due to multiple flaws, one of which was poor multi-thread collaborative processing.”

Her eye ridge raised to maximum, and I didn’t blame her. I didn’t know what that meant either: I was just channeling the Sarge. So I fished inside my head for more understanding and tried again. “These droids can think, shoot and move, but to do two at the same time is a stretch – all three is completely beyond them.”

“Recommendations?”

I pointed at one of the hatches in the overhead. “That’s our way out. Only problem is that I doubt we can get there before the droids cut through the bulkhead or break through the hatch Shahdi locked.”

“We have to try,” she said, and threw herself against the bulkhead, landing with all four limbs splayed more like a lizard than a human. She hung there for a moment, while the settings in her grip extenders optimized, before scurrying up the vertical bulkhead.

It was dumb, I know, but I couldn’t help but watch, entranced, for a moment or two, marveling at how easily she made her vertical ascent.

Remember the unit she deserted from.

Bahati’s love-hate relationship with Silky was clearly not on a good day, but my ghost’s words sunk home. Silky had been an officer in a Kurlei special forces unit, and that made her good at sneaking around. And as a deserter from that unit, it had also been my duty to report her to the authorities for court martial and execution.

Now remember yours, Bahati added, and shift your lumbering ass.

That was unnecessary, I snapped as I stood against the bulkhead and allowed my grip enhancers to activate. We had been Assault Marines, tasked with dropping from orbit. We didn’t climb things. If obstacles got in our way, we blew them up.

I felt the sucking sensation through the enhancers and followed the others up the wall.

The sucking was an illusion. You worked the grip enhancers by squeezing and releasing a ball in the palm of your hand that charged the gloves in such a way that stuck you temporarily to the surface you were climbing. There was a power pack to amplify your efforts, but you still had to work the devices hard, especially if a few months of comfortable living had added a few dozen pounds around your middle.

The good news was that like most ship compartments, the surfaces of the hold were magnetized so that little maintenance robots could access every inch of the hold without needing to give them costly flight capability. This significantly boosted the power of the grip enhancers and I was soon making good enough progress for me to check on the others. Despite his much heavier build, Nolog possessed a grip like hydraulic jaws and was ahead of me, as was Shahdi who had the kind of power-to-weight ratio the young take for granted.

Silky was already halfway along the overhead to the hatch, scampering at high speed in defiance of gravity. “Shahdi,” she said, “any update from the wheelhouse team?”

“I can’t raise them,” the teenager replied. “Sel-en-Sek’s last update reported that they had piloted the ship halfway out into the bay, and that he and Chikune were trying to shut down the droids remotely.”

“Don’t fear the worst,” said Silky. “These hopeless comm units keep cutting out, and there are many reasons why our teammates may have chosen to run silent.”

Shahdi said nothing. I didn’t blame her. I didn’t believe Silky either.

You’re right to doubt, said Sanaa. You’re moving much too slowly. If the droids catch you while you’re still glued against the bulkhead…

“On the other hand,” said Silky, “maybe they’ve tried to solve our problems by tossing EMP bombs around, which NJ and I can tell you will soon blow our comm systems.” As she spoke I could see she was checking out her team, assessing our rate of progress. Nolog and I were beginning to lag behind. “May I remind you all that equipment damages come out of our mission bonus.”

A crunch of gears and protesting metal came from the sealed hatch. The Little Tin Bastards on the other side looked like a scaled-up model of a toy drone, but the suckers that extended from their motors could grip with much more strength than I could. And they would have something on one of their body discs that could cut through the bulkhead. Maybe the hatch was a distraction. I switched my eyes to infrared and scanned the bulkhead for signs they were cutting through someplace else.

Get off that wall, the Sarge ordered me. Take the Tallerman with you. Draw off the enemy so the others can escape.

I could feel a stab of dismay from Bahati, but I ignored the voices in my head and the sounds of forced entry from the hatch below me. Instead, I tried to buoy Shahdi’s spirits. “What are you trying to say, Section Leader Sylk-Peddembal? I hope you’re not going to charge me for our blown comm headsets. It was you who blew them out when you–”

I heard something above me, and looked up just in time to see the hatch in the overhead opening.

Damn. I hadn’t expected the droids to sneak ahead of us.

I pushed off from the wall and landed on a pile of crates, rolling off onto a small stack of sacks, and then onto the deck with my gun out and aimed above, not that I expected my weapon to do much good.

But it wasn’t a combat droid that emerged through the overhead. It was Sel-en-Sek’s bald head. “The young lady says you’ve been inconvenienced,” he said with an upside-down grin. “So we decided to sneak down here and offer you a helping hand before Shahdi told us not to.”

The old sailor’s body suddenly jerked in astonishment when he noticed Silky. He would have fallen out too, if Chikune hadn’t reached down and grabbed him. My wife was only ten feet away, hanging from the overhead by her ankles with her gun aimed at his head.

Shahdi laughed. If anyone else had called her a young lady, they would be looking forward to the prospect of several broken limbs, but for some reason Sel-en-Sek seemed to have a license to speak to her however he wanted, although the rope he and Chikune were feeding down to us through the hatch helped his case.

I let out a sigh of relief. This wasn’t the time and place to learn whether Nolog and I could crawl along the ceiling like flies. Now we wouldn’t need to.

A mechanical crunch rang out behind me from the bulkhead hatch we’d sealed. It wasn’t loud, but the significance of the sound rang out through the compartment like cannon fire. The noise repeated, no longer a random or desperate attempt to force entry, but taking on a deliberate quality, as if confident that it would proceed inevitably to an open door and the LTB-10s flooding through to protect the ship and its contents by exterminating the vermin infesting the hold.

“Silky,” I called out. “Nolog and–”

The Sarge silenced me with the mental equivalent of a slap to the back of the head. Ask the wheelhouse team if they’re carrying flares, he ordered.

I’d been about to suggest to Silky that Nolog and I should draw away the robots when they came through. The two aliens were staring at me – waiting for me to finish my sentence.

I bit my lip. Uncertainty was an unfamiliar burden but a few minutes earlier I’d ignored the Sarge’s orders for the first time in my life, and that had nearly proved fatal.

Crack! The wheel that opened the hatch rotated a little.

I decided to place my trust in the Sarge. “Sel-en-Sek, you got those flares for signaling César?”

“Of course,” he said, still playing out the rope. “You have an ingenious idea?” He sounded dubious.

“Ah…” I replied. “It’s the Sarge’s, actually.”

Normal people would display reluctance to put their life in the hands of a disembodied voice inside a man’s head who – and let’s be honest here – would rate as needing expert assistance in most models of mental health.

Just as well my Revenge Squad team were anything but normal.

“Thank the stars,” Sel-en-Sek said with feeling. “You had me worried for a moment.”

“Let’s hear it,” said Silky. “And quickly.”

I relayed the Sarge’s plan, which was an easier form of communication than it sounds because the Sarge had become a part of me.

My ghosts had been resident in my spine for decades, slowly fusing with my mind. But I had changed profoundly in the past year, and I was only just beginning to realize by how much. I rarely had conversations with them these days; I didn’t need to. I knew what they knew, felt what they felt.

It was, in fact, almost as if I had Conteh, the AI I had grown up with, back where he belonged in my neck. We had trained together, laughed and loved together, and went off to war asleep in the same cryopod. Centuries ago, the boundary between Ndeki Joshua and Conteh had become at first blurred, and then unimportant.

After so many years in which the Sarge had decayed into incoherence, now he was approaching the intimacy of Conteh.

Silky had been deeper inside my mind than I had myself, and she had developed a strange friendship and a not-so-strange respect for the Sarge. She accepted his tactical advice without question and now rapidly took charge herself, issuing orders to implement the dead sergeant’s plan.

She didn’t have to say much. We understood how to work together. Even little Shahdi Mowad – nineteen years old and never been in the formal military, let alone gone to war. Shahdi was smart enough to see that for the advantage it was.

All the while: click… click… the sealed hatch reminded us all that the enemy was coming. Each time the noise was less like grinding gears and more like a smoothly operating mechanism.

Bring ’em on. I wasn’t worried.

I was happy for the first time in many years. And this was why. I was part of a team. And as a team, we were becoming very good at kicking ass. Those droids wouldn’t know what hit them.


—  CHAPTER 4  —

The droids flew through the hatch, spreading out to seek and destroy the intruders with minimal damage to the ship or its cargo.

I’d been surprised by the depth of contempt the Sarge had radiated when describing the limitation of the LTB-10s. I hoped his doubts were well placed because now all our lives depended on them.

There was only one humanoid still in the location where the droids expected to find us. Nolog-Ndacu was half-heartedly hiding behind a row of flat pack boxes.

The droids closed up and swarmed in his direction.

“A ghost told me you’re no-good losers,” the Tallerman began to taunt.

“Hurry up,” I murmured. Even if they were reluctant to fire on the move, the droids would be within touching distance of the alien within seconds.

Nolog shook his head in irritation. I felt a pang of sympathy as he abandoned his speech. I knew him. Nolog would have been rehearsing his words and intending to recite them endlessly at the Slaughterhouse tonight.

The Tallerman shut up and flash hibernated instead.

He didn’t do the famous Tallerman thing by sinking into the deck and mineralizing most of his organs – that would have taken him months – but he could switch off the power to his metabolic processes just like that. The moment before he went offline, Nolog detonated the flares Silky had wedged into an overhead ventilation grille.

The Sarge had been confident that the droids would be irresistibly drawn to this shiny new heat source.

As always, he was right.

The air churned beneath me as the droids flew at the flares in such haste that several bumped into each other en route.

Ah, yes. The ‘beneath’ part. Aided by the rope, which we had now drawn up into the compartment above, everyone but Nolog was clinging to the overhead – in my case, in desperate fear of falling at any moment.

But falling was what we were about.

As we’d hoped, the droids took the direct path from the hatch to the flares, right underneath the cargo net we were holding.

“Go!” screamed Silky.

Shahdi, Sel-en-Sek, Chikune and my wife dropped from the overhead, holding on tightly to the corner of the net in their hands, and just as much to the hope in their hearts.

I waited a second and then jumped too – directly onto the droids who were now thrusting against the mesh like fish in a landing net. I tried to ignore the machine guns mounted on the central rotating discs, a mental exercise that became suddenly easier when I yelped with pain as I slammed into the pointed nose cone that topped one of the droids.

“Cheers, pal,” I told the robot, whose attempts to push itself out of the net had slowed my fall.

It seemed to understand because it turned to regard me, not with shiny robot eyes but with a 0.3 caliber machine-gun.

A burst of gunfire rang out, but not yet from the droid I was riding. I didn’t seem to be dead, so I warned my ghosts to take care and steeled myself to activate my bomb jacket.

I hoped this wouldn’t turn out to be a suicide vest. I’ve seen people – well, Hardits mostly, – blow up suicide vests in battle, but my version was rigged with our remaining arsenal of EMP charges. Humans, Kurlei and Tallermans should be safe, but… I was no longer only human.

I hit the button.

Barbed spears of white noise thrust through my artificial eyes, my disappointingly human ears, and embedded themselves in the access ports that connected directly into my spinal column.

I feared for my dead friends.

Whatever the current nature of my ghosts, they had started off as combat AIs embedded in the armor of my squadmates. Having grown up and trained with them, we took our artificial companions for granted to such a degree that we forgot they were the most advanced piece of military equipment our masters entrusted to humans. The AIs plugged into my spine were as far advanced beyond the LTB-10s as the combat droids were from a flint hand axe.

Even so, this hiss and swash of the EM pulse reamed my body, forcing my ghosts inside the deepest bunkers of their AI casings. And, as I had discovered the hard way during my first trip out in Port Zahir, when my ghosts shut down, so did my psyche.

Seconds passed.

That doesn’t sound long, but is an age when someone or something’s firing a machine gun at you from two feet away. But as the tsunami of white noise ebbed, I realized that a large part of the noise left behind was coming from the droids’ fizzing death rattles.

I opened my eyelids, but the eyeballs within had rolled up in their sockets and gone offline.

“Hey, NJ,” called Silky.

I tried to reply, but all that came out was a lot of breath and a little drool. I tried again. “I’m okay,” I groaned.

“Of course you are. I wasn’t asking after your health, I want you to get off your fat ass and stop playing with the toy robots. We’re acting on the payroll here, and we’ve got a job to do.”

I took another moment for my brain to reassemble and my eyes to roll back into active service. I didn’t need them to know everyone else in the team would be grinning at me.

“You just wait, Kurlei,” I said under my breath. “You’ll get yours.” I meant every word, but I couldn’t help but grin along with everyone else.

The pitifully buzzing LTB-10s were scattered around like toys dumped out of a sack because their power cells had exhausted.

They hadn’t, of course. At any moment, they could reboot and start killing, but I hadn’t anything with which to reliably finish them off. Better to get out of here. Fast.

Silky was already scurrying along the overhead, with Sel-en-Sek and Shahdi not far behind. All they had to do was drop the rope back down to Nolog, Chikune and me and we’d be back on course.

I kicked one of the Little Tin Bastards as I waited, gratified by its feeble buzz of protest.

There is another reason why the LTB-10s were abandoned, said the Sarge.

I glimpsed the Sarge’s idea. But it was just as likely to kill us as the robots. I ignored him this time, and took a moment to admire Silky’s assured movement across the overhead. Her physicality was so lithe and nimble, the complete opposite of my own. If only she didn’t move her limbs like a gecko, I told myself, and have the face of a malign fish demon, I could watch her all day.

Not to mention all through the night.

Wherever my thoughts were headed, they crashed and burned when Silky let out a shriek that could pierce armor, and dropped off the ceiling.

She threw out an arm and managed to get those long fingers of hers around a fire suppressant head mounted in the overhead. I winced as he body swung down and she groaned as those fingertips took the strain of her entire weight.

But they did hold.

My heart beat again and I forced myself to look away from my wife dangling forty feet up by one hand, and saw with relief that Shahdi had caught onto a fan mounted into the bulkhead she had slipped down.

I heard a quickly suppressed grunt of pain, followed by the unmistakable sound of snapping bone. Sel-en-Sek had not been so lucky.

There hadn’t been a half-caught net of droids to slow his fall this time.

I was bio-engineered to drop from orbit with minimal mechanical assistance. Other branches of the human family like to say that Assault Marines are gene spliced with Neanderthals. It’s fighting talk, of course, but when the dust settles and the bruises heal from any friendly disagreements the insult raises, the inkling remains that it could well be true.

Sel-en-Sek was a maritime sailor, so I guess his body was designed to float on water. Not to fall forty feet onto a hard surface.

Neither was Silky’s.

I left Sel-en-Sek to Chikune and Shahdi, who were rushing to his aid and looked up. I’d never felt so useless in my life.

“Don’t worry,” Silky called down to me. “I can still get to the hatch.”

“Got to stop worrying so much about you,” I said under my breath. The Kurlei had reattached herself to the overhead and was moving cautiously toward the nearby hatch – never more than one limb off the surface at once. I checked the droids but they still showed no sign of stirring. Once she’d thrown down the ropes, we’d be okay.

“What happened?” I called up.

“I think the compartment de-magnetized,” she replied.

“Hurry,” I urged her, as speculation about why it had de-magnetized began to twist my guts.

The frustration as I watched passively atop a heap of deactivated robots was so maddening that I did more than clench my fists: my whole body curled in on itself like the petals of a flower with severe stomach cramps.

High above, Silky reached the hatch, but no amount of throwing her weight around would open it.

“Blue Star Logistics is a premium freight operator,” said a man’s voice through multiple speakers set into the bulkheads. “Our hold compartments can be set to many configurations to carry specialist cargo.”

“If you want to live,” I shouted, “re-magnetize the compartment immediately.”

“Okay,” he replied, a tremble in his voice. “I was only kidding.”

A faint buzz came from above and Silky was falling.

“Oops,” said the man’s voice. “You forgot to tell me which polarity…”

Silky’s limbs flailed uselessly at the air.

“…so I set it to oscillate between both.”

I hesitated before acting because I was so used to Silky’s preternatural ability to crawl, leap, kick or contort herself out of any difficulty.

Not this time.

I leapt off the droid heap and ran.

She was going to land headfirst and snap her neck.

I threw myself along the deck beneath Silky’s impact point and rolled.

My motion didn’t stop until I slammed into a baffle. I unwrapped my arms and found inside a slightly dazed Silky and a bruise forming on my chest the shape and size of a certain alien’s head.

To be honest, I have no idea how I managed to catch her, and I don’t ever want to try again.

Someone had done this to us. That someone would pay.

My blood boiled, condensing into a red mist that stuffed my eyeballs.

I couldn’t help it; this was how I had been made.

Robots were natural hazards of war, even cheeky ones with attitude.

But that was a man, a flesh and blood person who was trying to hurt my friends.

The roar of an enraged animal filled my ears. As inhuman as it sounded, that fearsome blare had to be me. My fingers curled into high-tensile claws, the thumbs pushing forward as I imagined pressing them through the eyeballs of the man behind the voice and ripping his skull apart.

A high-fidelity image forced itself out of my short-term memory buffer – a gut-wrenching snapshot of my wife about to hit the deck. About to break her neck.

Talking of which, a muffled voice reached me through the red mist and the growl that rumbled deep in my throat.

“Come back to me,” called Silky. “That’s better,” she said when my eyes could focus on the alien standing before me. I frowned when I realized she was waiting with a cable in her hand.

Then she plugged it into my neck.

My ancestors, who were given up as slaves back in the 22nd century, were baseline human. Since then, alien bio-engineers have had centuries to adapt us to better serve the needs of our former masters. But it was a work in progress, and it didn’t stop when we switched sides and joined the Human Legion. The cerebral access port beneath my left ear was one such recent modification. I had mostly used it to house my AI, Conteh, but it could also be used to receive memory recordings from other Marines. It was a messy and dangerous business – around a fifth of people plugging in a memory recording for the first time were driven insane by the shock of experiencing another person’s perspective on the world. But for those who survived, the ability to receive orders directly from the mind of your commander, or to experience a scout’s reconnaissance without the filter of interpretation, could be vital.

My Kurlei wife was an empath and, although she was not human, she possessed the same access port designed for her alien psychology and physiology. Until a year earlier, I would have told you that direct mind-to-mind communication was lethal risk-taking between humans, and mental suicide to attempt such a thing across a species divide.

But evolution had shaped Silky to be an empath, and our White Knight masters had bred her people to optimize that trait over hundreds of generations. When it came to linking across minds, impossible didn’t apply to her.

But possible and painless are not the same thing. And Silky was in a hurry.

Imagine a drill piercing your skull. Not the kind a combat engineer might use to break ground, but something no wider than a pin head. You’d barely notice it going inside your head. At least, not in comparison with what comes next. Now, a capillary tube is inserted through the hole – you’d grit your teeth at that part, but it’s bearable.

Then your brains are sucked out through that tiny tube.

Time stretches. The forced extraction of your mind continues forever, because the tube’s end point is over a light year away and the slurry that was once your brain matter is traveling at a relaxed walking pace. You feel every second of the millions of years this takes.

That is what it felt like to mind-link with Silky when she wasn’t being gentle.

I emerged back into a semblance of lucidity in what resembled the CIC of a Legion starship. It was no use to know that Silky had come inside my head for a chat, and that my consciousness had taken a half step to the left, but was still located between my ears.

I blinked. And was properly in the room.

My ghosts had prepared a meeting environment. We were in an Archon-class troopship and the CIC displays were shouting that the ship was crippled and under attack. My ghosts were waiting for us there in resplendent Spacer uniforms: black with gold piping and silver suns on the lapels.

As in real life, Silky was dressed in her mesh combat blouse with the red ribbons tied to her hair-like fronds. I think she was still a little shaken, because it was Sanaa who spoke first.

“Welcome aboard, NJ. You too, Sylk-Peddembal. Before you begin, I’ll fill you in, NJ, with what you missed while you were berserkering out. It’s not much but we’re in trouble. Even a minor detail could…” She frowned. “Why are you looking at me like that?”

Sanaa and I had hooked up when we were cadets. We’d been married for almost two centuries – and had a daughter, though she’d never been born. She knew me too well for me to evade or lie.

I sighed, which seemed ridiculous in this overtly unreal environment. “Spacer officer uniforms are usually worn by Spacers. They look good on them, but much as I respect them, the Spacer physique makes them little, wee pixies. You’re a Marine woman, my love. You make the uniform look good in a whole new way.”

I recognized the way Sanaa rolled her eyes. It was the good kind of eye rolling; the indulgent kind.

“Danger makes him angry at first,” Bahati explained to Silky, “but you pulled him out and put him into this mental time-out. You need to understand that when the danger’s over, all Ndeki can think of is Operation Grab Ass. He was always like this. It’s just that the only ass he’s got to grab these days is in his head.”

My mind could be an uncomfortable place to inhabit, and this was a typical example. Bahati was jealous of me casting Sanaa an admiring look, so she was taking it out on Silky. In Bahati’s mind, my three wives had a seniority based on chronological order of our marriage, and as the middle one Bahati was jealous of both. She loved them both too. Sometimes.

“What did I miss when I was seeing red?” I asked. “Show me.”

Normally, Silky would rise above Bahati’s jibes by pretending not to understand them. With her dark eyes set into black pits, the Kurlei possessed a deeply unsettling stare in her armory, and she deployed it to the max on Bahati.

“I am fully aware of NJ’s nature,” she told my late wife, “and of yours. So let me offer you some friendly advice. If I were a recorded personality fused with a combat AI, I would not draw attention to NJ’s impulse to seek intimate physical contact. In case the implication evades you, I draw your attention to the word ‘physical’.”

“For frakk’s sake,” I screamed at them. ‘Shut up, all of you, and show me what I need to know.”

Between them, Bahati and Sanaa brought up a bulkhead view screen that showed an audio-visual recording of what had been going on while I had been mentally AWOL.

As they worked the controls to bring the sights and sounds into focus, Silky interrupted. “I can do much better than that.”

I glanced her way. It was difficult to be sure with her inhuman face, but I swear a look of triumph came over Silky in the moment before I tumbled into her memory.

The alien didn’t experience the world the way I did. It was as if someone was playing silly buggers with my eyeballs and inverted the feed to the optic nerve so that everything was upside down. But I wasn’t in the pilot’s seat, this was the pilot’s memory. I forced myself to remain a passenger and went with the flow.

“We shall speak later, once you are dead,” I heard the bastard in the walls say in Silky’s memory. “Your corpses will tell us much. We will not take this intrusion lightly.”

“You wouldn’t want to piss off our employer,” Chikune shouted.

“That’s exactly what I want to do,” the man replied.

“We’re connected,” added Chikune.

Laughter wafted from the man like a gentle summer breeze. “That’s funny. You’re connected. Man, you’re killing me. See you on the other side.”

There was a brief electronic buzz as the connection cut and we were on our own.

Then came the angry sound of powerful motors starting up, the vibration shaking the hold so violently that Silky threw her hands out to keep her feet. A violent wind lashed the compartment that built swiftly into a hurricane. I felt the gut-churning moment when Silky realized what was happening. The Spirit of Progress was a high-end freight ship, capable of carrying any cargo, including those with specialist environmental requirements. Such as being housed in a vacuum.

The air was being sucked from the hold.

I tried to keep to the surface level of Silky’s memory because experiencing someone else’s emotions is deeply disorientating. I couldn’t fight back the fury that surged through her. I myself had imagined ripping the veck’s skull apart, but Silky’s mind had touched upon deeper memories of far longer-lasting tortures she had inflicted upon members of my species.

I shuddered. Then her emotion flicked onto a new setting of disdain and concern as she regarded my real-world self through unflattering inhuman eyes. I was a half-broken old war cyborg, bunched over and with my fingers curled as if rending flesh. Through the protective film that coated my eyeballs she could see the weave of wetware attachment points and the model and serial numbers stamped at their bases. My eyeballs had rolled up in my head. As for the noise issuing from my throat, if an animal had uttered such a sound I would be moved to put it out of its misery.

But Silky was not me. Her anger ceased to be, leaving no residue. Her concern for me drove out every other thought, and she advanced on my pitiful figure, readying her cable and radiating calming thoughts through her kesah-kihisia, the empathic tentacles that topped her head.

Mercifully, I was dumped out of her memory and back into an acceleration couch in the imaginary CIC.

“Can we block the air extractors?” asked Silky.

“Perhaps we can use something in the cargo,” Sanaa suggested. “But what? Machine parts? Cables?”

I asked the obvious question. “Why not simply blast the mechanism with gunfire?”

“We should try to,” the Sarge answered, “but as a secondary action only, as it is unlikely to succeed. Have you not looked properly at the surfaces to this compartment, NJ? They are not merely hardened against very high and very low pressure, but its insides are armored. If this compartment is designed to imprison dangerous guests, I do not think that a tickle with our machine pistols is likely to accomplish anything but dangerous ricochets.”

“The sacks over there – I saw some that looked the same in another compartment. They held a white clay substance.”

“What is it?”

“No idea.”

“My guess,” said Silky, “raw material for fabrication engines, which would make it some kind of resin base.”

“Resin,” I said. “Gooey, gummy, resin. Throw it at the fans and will goo up the works.”

“Agreed,” she said. “I’ll fire at the fans. Everyone else to… throw dust in the air.”

“The data points are sketchy,” said Efia, “but I estimate that once you are back in the physical world, you can rely on only three minutes to fix this situation before oxygen starvation hits you hard.”

Lance Corporal Efia Jalloh had functioned for many years in my spine as the voice of insanity before finding God, and then serving duty as my spiritual and emotional advisor. Her comforting presence never left me, but she rarely spoke these days.

I sensed Silky reading a level of meaning in Efia’s words that were beyond me. She hesitated and then placed her hands on one of mine. Our minds produced accurate facsimiles of our real-world selves – or at least how we perceived ourselves to be. Compared to mine, her hands managed to be both strong and delicate, with slightly elongated index fingers.

The scientific name for the Kurlei meant mammal-like alien, and her hands were indeed not only mammal-like but almost human. Except for being covered in white fish scales.

Out of the corner of my imaginary eye, I caught Bahati and Sanaa looking away.

“Take care,” Silky told me.

Such simple words, but there were layers of meaning within.

In reply, I rested my hand gently on her head fronds. They felt cool and peachy smooth. Vital, alien life pulsed beneath my hand. I should probably have replied, but I had no room in my head for words; I needed to act.

She nodded to let me know that was okay and then disappeared as, in the real world, she pulled the plug.

I fell back into my body to find that we’d been away for only a moment. Nolog and Chikune were en route to test the hatches and the bulkheads, but Silky ordered all of us to form a line between the sacks and one of the air extraction units hidden behind layers of armored grilles.

She put her gun inside the extractor and fired the contents of a full ammo bulb inside.

The whine of the fans took on a slight crunching quality, but that was the only evidence of Silky’s efforts. She fired a second ammo bulb, and a third, with no obvious effect.

Sel-en-Sek watched this activity, propped up against a baffle. He was still pale, but med-drugs had chased away the pain from his eyes, and replaced them with a twinkle, as if he knew a hilarious truth to which we poor fools were not yet privy.

By Efia’s estimation we should have only seconds left, but the fight still pulsed through my muscles. You always were a pessimist, Efia.

There was still time.

By now, Nolog-Ndacu had picked up several sacks and tossed them halfway across the deck to Chikune who threw them a more modest distance toward Shahdi. The orphan girl hurried across to me and dumped the first sack into my hands.

I stood before the fans and ripped the sack apart. White powder exploded into the air, but before it could spread into a cloudburst, it was sucked through the bulkhead, the sacking joining its contents but flapping against the grille without being sucked through.

That was it! If the powder didn’t work, perhaps enough bags could stem the loss of air.

I took a second sack off Shahdi and repeated the process.

“Keep it going!” I yelled.

“It’s not working,” Shahdi protested, a look I didn’t recognize in her eyes.

“She’s right,” said Chikune and dropped his sack.

Even Sel-en-Sek joined in. “Throwing clay at the bulkheads isn’t the way we’ll get out of this drent,” he said with a giggle.

“Nolog,” I shouted, “just you and me, buddy. Don’t give up.”

Tallermans are renowned throughout the known galaxy for what is considered either steadfastness or psychotic levels of stubbornness, depending on your perspective. When Nolog too threw his sack down, causing an explosion of white powder as it burst on impact, astonishment burst from Silky’s kesah-kihisia like an air-burst nuke. I couldn’t understand why the others hadn’t flinched as I did, but then I remembered that I was far more attuned to Silky’s head lumps than anyone else.

The only reason I didn’t shout at the cowardly skangats for giving up was to give our section leader the chance to do so herself. But Silky didn’t. Instead, her anger fizzled out, replaced by confusion as we watched first Chikune and then Nolog hurry over to Sel-en-Sek.

“They’re more concerned about his injuries than in trying to live beyond the next few moments.” She shook her head – a human gesture she’d learned from me. “You’re an alien,” she accused me. “Explain why.”

But I couldn’t.

In any case, reason temporarily left my building when our tormentor’s voice came back over the bulkhead speakers. “Do you know I have a fresh cup of coffee in the kitchen that’s going cold because I can’t tear my eyes away from the monitor? You idiots are priceless.”

I drew my gun and shot out the speaker above my head, which burst into a satisfying shower of sparks.

The bastard laughed through the speakers mounted in the bulkhead behind me. “This compartment was built to hold far more dangerous cargo than you, old man.”

I sought out the remaining speakers. But my vision was clouded by anger, and my body shook too much to see clearly, let alone aim my fire.

Silky suffered no such handicap and shot out two more speakers, but that did nothing to calm me. The others might have given up but I could not. I wasn’t built that way. I scanned the hold looking for something solid to fit into my hands so I could spend my final moments smashing as much of the cargo as I could. If I couldn’t smack my fists into that smug veck’s face, then this would have to do.

Before I set off, Shahdi tapped me on the shoulder.

I looked into her face that reminded me so much of a young Sanaa. She bit her lip, as if undecided whether to tell me something.

I waited for her words, but she thought better of it and grimaced. It was the exact same look she had when she was trying to suppress a laugh, except in the circumstances it must have been tears she was holding back. The girl had a wicked sense of humor but a beautiful laugh, soft with innocence, life, and hope. No matter how often we explained why we loved her laughter, she hated the suspicion that it made her seem like an ineffectual child.

The fight left me.

No, that’s not quite right. The rage still roiled away inside me like high-pressure steam, but I denied it an outlet because I didn’t want to make Shahdi cry. Stupid, I know, to lay down and wait to die to avoid such a small thing as a girl’s tears, but Shahdi was the only person to ever fill a yawning chasm in my heart: the emptiness of what might have been if my daughter had lived. This was all so new to me that I hadn’t developed a defense against her ability to drive all reason from my head with a single pained glance.

When even the Sarge didn’t yell at me to keep fighting, I knew it was time to yield. I turned away from Shahdi, and took a last look at Nolog and Chikune, who were kneeling by Sel-en-Sek and throwing enigmatic sidelong glances at me and Silky that I no longer tried to interpret.

I cast them all from my mind and put an arm around Silky, taking care that my control didn’t slip and make me accidentally crush her to death.

I sniffed the air. It was cold and thin, but no more than the wind-lashed summit of a mile-high mountain top. We had a little time left to us.

Maybe a minute or two before the end.


—  CHAPTER 5  —

I held Silky in a loose embrace. She nestled her head against my collar bone.

“Are they diseased?” I asked her, trying to keep a lid on my anger. “I can’t understand why they’re just sitting back. What do their minds tell you?”

“NJ,” said Silky. “Your fight to live is so deafening I can’t hear anything else. Let them be. It’s time. I want to die in your arms. It is just as well that our lives will soon cease, because I don’t wish for this to become a habit.”

I laughed at her attempt at human gallows humor. She was right. We’d done this before when we thought we would die in the smoke inhalation along with a ganglord with the unlikely alias of Mrs. Gregory.

I took calming breaths, said goodbye to my ghosts, and held her. She let me rest my head in her kesah-kihisia – the human name she’d invented for her head tentacles, which felt cool and soothing to the touch. I’m sure my mind appeared stunted to a Kurlei, but in our crude way, our minds held each other in an embrace that meant at least as much as our physical one.

Words were unnecessary, which suited me fine.

In fact, the moment was so perfect that time appeared to dilate, stretching to accommodate our goodbye for longer than the laws of nature would normally permit.

Silky being a lot shorter than me, my neck was beginning to protest, so I shifted to a more comfortable position from which I began to nuzzle her head lumps.

Kurlei don’t possess hairs or feathers: they’re covered in scales. But those scales can be hard or soft, and the plates come in many shapes and sizes. As my nose and lips brushed against her kesah-kihisia, I reveled in their velvet-soft covering of tiny, elongated scales, softer than any fur. Without breaking contact, I magnified my eyesight to study the intricate details of these scales.

I was shocked that I was still noticing new details about Silky’s body. True, I’d been with her for two years and only just thought to look, but as Sanaa would have told you, that was nothing more than standard male inattentiveness. No, the most surprising thing about the feathery scales on Silky’s head was that I was still alive to notice such things.

I cautiously raised my head, half expecting that if I remembered to notice the universe, I would summon it back into existence, upon which it would promptly kill me.

Lined up a few feet away, sitting on or against hastily repositioned crates, Chikune, Shahdi, Sel-en-Sek, and Nolog-Ndacu were watching us intently.

Chikune gave a nonchalant half-shrug. “Not my idea,” he said.

I looked around. The empty sacking was still being sucked against the extraction unit.

“Why are we still breathing?” I asked Chikune. I knew what he’d just said, but I couldn’t believe anyone but him was responsible for whatever the hell was going on.

“Force barrier,” he said cheerfully. “Like you get on a ship to seal a hull breach.”

“I know what a force barrier is,” I replied. “Where is it coming from?”

“Caccamo of course.” A puzzled look clouded his face. “Oh, did no one think to tell you that help was on its way? I clean forgot that you blew your comms earlier. You must have thought we were about to suffocate. That’s awful.”

I looked from one face to another. The humans were all grinning as much as each other, and the Tallerman was tilting his head from side to side in amusement.

“You’re all maggots,” I told them. “My revenge will be merciless.”

“It was my idea,” admitted Shahdi. “I’m sorry… no. No, that’s a lie. I’m not sorry. It was so funny that I couldn’t resist.”

“Home time, people,” said the voice of Laban Caccamo, the Revenge Squad branch boss. I looked to the origin of his voice and saw a circle punched through the hull, just large enough for a Tallerman to squeeze through. The boss wasn’t there in person, but he would be watching and listening. So I was even more surprised when, instead of obeying Caccamo’s instructions, Shahdi folded her arms and said, “Nolog-Ndacu, Chikune, pay up.”

I watched in disbelief as they adjusted their wrist-mounted Aimees and performed a credit transfer.

I loomed over Shahdi. “Pay up what exactly?”

She looked me in the eye, though I could see she needed all her courage to do so. “I bet the others that the prospect of imminent death would lead you and Silky to your first kiss.”

I roared at her and she shrank away. “Like I said,” I growled, “maggots the lot of you.”

Sel-en-Sek raised his hand. “I would have bet too,” he said, “but sadly I am low on liquid funds.”

I narrowed my eyes. “Which way would you have laid your money?”

His reply was only to raise an eyebrow.

Secretly, of course, I was delighted. For a start, I’d seen far worse stunts pulled during the war, and this gave me an invitation to plot my revenge. And, besides, it was better than being dead.

“Well?” I growled at Sel-en-Sek.

Before he could reply, a cry of female human pain grabbed my attention. Shahdi!

I saw Silky standing over her, the Kurlei’s boot on the human’s chest, and a serrated blade a hair’s breadth from her face.

“NJ says you are very beautiful,” said my wife in her most singsong crystalline voice. “César mates with you with his eyes in the intervals between mating in the flesh. I think it would be funny to cut a word from my language into your pretty face and see whether the people of your species still find you attractive. Especially when I explain the depth of the insult I will have carved in your flesh. Would anyone care to bet on their reaction? Five seconds and then I cut her. Will the men still find her attractive? Lay your bets now.”

I could reach Silky within two seconds, but I daren’t leap at her. She was playing the blade close enough to Shahdi’s face to exfoliate the skin. And Silky was a trained assassin: in a tense situation her every instinct was to kill.

The situation was so desperate that I deployed my last-ditch option. I tried talking. “Silky. No, it isn’t worth it. Put the knife away.”

“Easy, NJ. I won’t kill her and this is so funny that I couldn’t resist.” She let Shahdi’s words echo around the group for a stretched moment before adding, “Last chance for any bets. Five… four… three… two…”

We no longer needed Caccamo’s force barrier because no one there dared to breath.

Silky flicked the knife around Shahdi’s head too fast to track. It emerged, unbloodied, but having scooped up Shahdi’s comms headset. Silky sheathed her knife as she stepped off Shahdi’s chest, choosing a route that required several crushing footsteps across the girl’s face.

“It is good for all your sakes that I have developed a human-compatible sense of humor,” she said and walked off, reporting in to Caccamo via Shahdi’s headset, while its owner probed fingertips at her face, trying to assess how badly she’d been damaged.

Did I ever mention that my wife was kinda scary?

She’d told me many times that one day, when she’d tired of me, she would kill me. Wished she didn’t have to, but her biology would force her into my murder and it was useless to try fighting your own nature because you could never win.

I have seen inside her mind and I knew every word was true.

“It’s no use,” said Caccamo. “I know some of you have tried to convince me we need a Knife Night for a regular Slaughterhouse social event, but this demonstration has not changed my mind. Also, young César has already exfiled after reporting the police are swarming over the docks. So time to get a wixering move on, ladies and gentlemen and others. Now!”

Professionalism snapped back onto the others and they headed out through the hole.

But not me. Now that I wasn’t staring death quite so closely in the face, I could no longer control my anger.

My friends had been hurt and nearly killed. And the echoes of that veck’s taunts coming through the bulkhead speakers were still ringing in my ears.

There was no way in the galaxy I could walk away from that.


—  CHAPTER 6  —

I walked over to the heap of inactive Little Tin Bastards.

“Hurry up,” shouted Silky from the escape hole. “We mustn’t be captured.”

“Just making sure the droids don’t follow,” I replied, which was sort of true although something much darker than caution was driving me. Someone had tried to kill my friends. I’d gone way beyond caring about contracts or paid-up premiums. I wanted revenge, and I was going to get it. Simple.

I had learned many surprising things about my body since I’d been posted to Port Zahir, my relationship with my ghosts for one. I rarely spoke with them these days except to occasionally chew the fat over an imaginary beer with my dead comrades. I didn’t need to: I’d absorbed their abilities and that meant more than mere knowledge. I could even project them outside of my mind. After the events at the Hurt U Back base six months ago, I’d learned never to rip them physically from my body, but I didn’t need to.

I had a cable.

I listened for signs of life from the combat droids, and immediately identified one that still emitted a hum. It was a feeble sound, but definitely there. I tipped over the machine and plugged myself into one of the ports in its central rotating discs.

Tech Specialist Zawditu Sy had been a cyber combat expert, and Bahati her backup. Channeling both their skills, I swiftly gained mastery over what remained of the droid’s control systems. It wasn’t enough, though. Many of the low-level systems were still functioning, but the service interface I needed to access them fizzled and cut out.

I unplugged and searched for another victim.

“Hurry the frakk up,” shouted my section leader, “or we’ll leave you behind.”

I ignored her. Silky would never leave me behind to be captured, because that would contravene mission parameters. On the other hand, if I annoyed her enough I had no doubt she would shoot me dead. But Silky loved me in a weird alien way, so I was counting on at least one more final warning before she killed me.

“One moment,” I shouted, praying the next droid I selected would yield what I wanted.

It didn’t. The Little Tin Bastard hummed with power but its brain had been completely wiped.

I tried a third droid, and this one had to work.

I jerked in surprise when Caccamo’s voice spoke right into my ear. “There is a thin line between eccentricity and liability. Trust me. I have a great deal of experience on this matter.”

I tried to ignore the micro-drone hovering silently by my head, relaxed my brain and let my dead squadmates hack the droid.

“NJ, I shall cut the docking tube in five…”

My ghosts didn’t possess me; it was more a case of me having absorbed them. Whatever constituted ‘me’ had grown complicated enough to keep philosophers busy for millennia. More to the point, it meant I could see inside the LTB-10’s service interface simultaneously with glaring at Caccamo’s micro-drone, and pointing out to Sanaa that she had been wrong all those years when she despaired of my inability to multi-task. And I still had enough juice left in the mental-processing tank to relish every drop of satisfaction from my revenge.

“Three…”

What happened to four?

You were too busy being smug to notice, said Sanaa with the virtual equivalent of a wink. I could feel her pride in me.

Job done. I unplugged and was racing for the exit before Caccamo reached ‘two’.

It had been a team effort. Zawditu was the cyber wizard, but it was the Sarge who had been part of the LTB-10 trials, and knew the fault that was so fundamental that the weapons designers had started again from scratch for the replacement LTB-20s. Their biggest weakness was a vulnerability to cyber-attack.

As I tried to run through the flexible docking tube to Caccamo’s waiting submersible – I say ‘tried’ because the tube material was so stretchy and transparent that it was like crossing an assault course on a micro-g planetoid after drinking for two days solid – my anger receded enough to reveal doubts. I began to wonder whether my revenge would taste quite so sweet if it killed me and my friends into the bargain.

When fitted out in full military mode with multiple railguns or directed energy weapons, the LTB-10s would generate so much heat that they would soon melt or explode if it weren’t for their heat sinks. The sinks were clever bits of kit, because they didn’t so much absorb energy as redirect it to a dimension called the Klein-Manifold Region.

The vulnerability in the LTB-10s I had just exploited was to switch the heat sinks from blow to suck. How big would the bang be? Now, that I didn’t know.

I boarded the sub, the airlock hissing shut behind me, and immediately the craft set off.

I blinked.

Then I stared at the others to check they were having the same dream. They must have been because their eyes were as wide as mine. The branch boss had a knack of pulling his teams out of the fire using equipment we’d learned not to enquire after.

We were inside a bubble made from the same transparent material as the docking tube. It was a lumpy bubble too because I could faintly make out lines of tension in the hull where it stretched beneath the feet of its occupants.

Caccamo was working a simple joystick and control console that topped a central column. It was the only solid part of the vessel. There was no sign of propulsion.

I looked behind. There was no sign of the airlock either.

“McCall!” Caccamo barked. He glared at me in silence before whispering menacingly, “Do you have something to tell me?”

“Yes, sir. I recommend maximum thrust.”

I could see through Caccamo’s glare to the smile beneath. “And why is that?”

“We are Revenge Squad, sir. Like any good employee, when someone tries to kill my friends, it encourages me to embrace the corporate mission statement. You mess with my friends and I’ll mess with you. With interest.”

Caccamo’s eyes went wild and he pushed the sub’s invisible engines to the max, throwing all but him to the deck. The means of propulsion were still unclear. What I could see was the wake we were cutting through the murky harbor water, and the hull rippling like a gossamer pennant in a gale.

Then it occurred to me that the reason I could see the hull ripple was because the transparent material was turning white, the peaks and troughs of the ripples hardening into solidity.

I leaned over Shahdi and tapped Silky on the shoulder. “Just wondering,” I said to her. “Can you swim?”

She squeezed her eyes to pinpoints, but before she could reply, a shockwave crashed into the submersible and sent us bumping and scraping across the underwater harbor wall. Every time we smacked against an obstacle the hull whitened like fast-freezing ice.

The sub stabilized and the lurch in my stomach told me we were ascending to the surface.

“On the positive side,” said Caccamo, radiating calmness, “Mr. McCall has escalated our response by destroying the Spirit of Progress and her cargo. Bravo!” Caccamo gripped the control console as its support column rose up inside. He folded the console up until it was reduced to a small zip-locked pouch that he stuffed into his pocket.

“Unfortunately,” he said, “our friend’s exuberance means that we are now about to get wet.” Caccamo pointed. “Swim as far underwater as you can in that direction. Sel-en-Sek – grab my belt – I’m taking you to the surface myself. We’ll rendezvous at Maddison-Ekeke Dock. And, NJ.” He grinned. “Do try to take more care when blowing things up in future. Good luck, everyone.”

Then the submersible vanished.

It didn’t leak. It didn’t collapse. It simply was no longer there.

I had thought that shooting along the harbor in a transparent bubble was experiencing the underwater world just like a fish. But as my muscles cramped in shock, I realized there had been a part of the experience I had missed.

The water was frakking, pig-wixering cold.

My body soon responded to the chill, and my enhanced eyes reassured me that none of my companions was drowning yet. The rictus grin on my face eased into a smile.

I’d been taunted by a sadistic maintenance bot, forced to scale a vertical bulkhead by scrapheap combat droids, dropped from a great height, and rescued using tech I had no idea existed, before being dumped into the bottom of the harbor.

Back in 2762, that’s how life was for an agent of Revenge Squad Incorporated, Port Zahir branch.

There was only one thing better in that life: bragging about the events of the day over a beer or several in the Slaughterhouse.


—  CHAPTER 7  —

With my mood easing into a second mug of beer, and bolstered by the regularly shouted commentary along the lines of: ‘you’re one insane veck, McCall’, I began to almost enjoy the classic tub-thumping tune hitting me through the sound system.

I wasn’t one for music, but I recognized this came from the Symphony of Liberation, supposedly a musical interpretation of the Invasion of Athena.

I had been there at Athena, as had Nolog who was sitting beside me on the row of chairs pushed to one edge of the Slaughterhouse bullpen, but I don’t remember hearing anything like this during the campaign. The real battle sound I recalled most was the ceaseless thump of artillery in the distance. Now I brought the nightmare memories of Athena before me, it also evoked the piercing screech of torn metal as another chunk of Athena’s world tree sheared away, and all this punctuated by the whine of charging railguns and the hiss of short-range missiles, and half drowned out by the ever-present roar of blood pulsing through my ears.

Didn’t matter though, I liked this tune. Mind you, in this setting I would enjoy pretty much anything.

With a crew of junior Revenge Squad associates to guard the base perimeter, and the lights set to simulate the outer corona of a famous gas giant called Euphrates, the converted abattoir that now housed Revenge Squad’s Port Zahir branch was transformed at night into the perfect place to let it all hang out after a mission.

Whether you like it or not, I thought to myself, as I felt a twinge of sympathy when Shahdi hauled César’s brightly hued and scaly ass onto the dancefloor that served as the mess hall during daytime.

Nolog nudged my shoulder, a tectonic dislocation. I fought and held my drink without spilling any, having learned long ago never to fill my mug more than half full in case I happened to be sitting near the big guy.

“NJ,” said the Tallerman, “are you contemplating the rhythmic movement of your hips and arms in full view of other people?”

“No.”

When Nolog froze his body and ceased breathing, I felt a little sorry for him. More practically, I had learned that these signs of disappointment could progress to a full-on sulk that could last for weeks, rendering him unfit for duty. So I took one for the team. “I shall dance with you later.”

The alien began to breathe once more.

“Much later,” I added. “I need to lubricate my joints with alcohol first.”

With the alien’s head half retracted into his neck cupola as he digested the information that I lubricated my body with alcohol, I took my leave of Nolog-Ndacu by landing a hefty punch in his chest – he would have been offended if I’d touched him less vigorously – and advanced on the critical ingredient missing from my evening so far: food.

I was only a stride away from the workbench serving duty as a buffet table, when someone ruined the perfect moment by cranking out some Litt-Beat.

I groaned inwardly.

Then I groaned out loud.

Litt-Beat was constructed by taking cast-off human Spacer dance rhythms, Littorane yodeling that sounded like underwater death rattles, Marine spoken poetry, and then making no attempt whatsoever to blend the ingredients together.

A sixth sense caused my head to turn. I stared down into the faces of Qyn and Siyuk, our two Littorane agents. Perfect!

The amphibious creatures resembled heavy duty newts scaled up to my size. They possessed a pivot point halfway along their torsos that allowed them to raise their head and shoulders to a vertical position, like a rearing centaur, although this pair were standing low to the floor with all four limbs on the ground. Prone to religious cults and moral crusades, you didn’t want to get on the bad side of the Littorane race. On the other hand, the alliance between human and Littorane had transformed the Legion from a renegade band into a small army.

And it looked as if I’d just insulted their culture.

Qyn and Siyuk curled the ends of their tails into spirals, the equivalent in human body language to crossing your arms, beetling your brow, and tapping your foot. Maybe drawing a blade too.

I groaned again. And this evening had been going so well.

I was not a fan of throwing diverse species together and expecting them to play nicely, as the Legion had done with us on Klin-Tula. You just had to look at the surge in racially motivated beatings across Port Zahir to see how that was working out. But I’d admit that the fusion between cultures could lead to fascinating results that wouldn’t otherwise have come about. Music was a particularly good example of this, but not Litt-Beat.

If the Symphony of Liberation was a triumph of cross-species culture – fitting as it had been commissioned to celebrate an allied victory – Litt-Beat was its nadir. Inexplicably, the monthly Intelligence Context Report that Caccamo made us read said it was wildly popular amongst the young people of the port.

“Does this Litt-Beat music displease you?” Qyn asked me. Or possibly it was Siyuk. The alien ‘spoke’ my language using a thought-to-speech collar hung around its neck, and with this basic model unable to carry an emotional dynamic, I couldn’t tell whether the Littorane was making polite small talk or screaming in fury.

I took a deep breath and counted to five. We were all part of the same team, so I gave the most diplomatic answer I could devise without flat-out lying. “I would rather be smeared in dog vomit and have grit ground into my eyeballs than listen to this calamitous drent.”

I was particularly pleased with my use of calamitous. I felt that diplomacy benefited from an elevated vocabulary. All the same, as a precaution, I loosened my stance in anticipation of violence.

“Well said,” said one. I’ll just assume this was Qyn.

“Calamitous,” said Siyuk. “Yes, I like that. I cannot imagine how the calamity of Litt-Beat was allowed. It’s wrong on every level.”

Qyn vibrated her head vigorously. “The religious chants alone are bad enough that I would claw out of my ears rather than endure prolonged exposure.”

As I watched Qyn’s tail alternately curl and then uncurl, the part of my mind that associated with Efia had an insight as to what was bugging the fish people. “I presume the sound reproduction in this air-filled room bears little resemblance to the underwater experience,” I said.

Both tails uncurled fully.

They steered me away in the direction of Caccamo’s office, which was a little quieter and cozier.

“NJ, thank you for not giving us a pat on the head and telling us how lovely everything Littorane is,” said Qyn en route. “You, at least, understand. One day, I’d like to take you to hear our chants for real. The Srecnadra Choir performs free concerts at Dengali’s Spit. You should come along.”

My reply was poised ready to burst from my lips when Sanaa interrupted me with the sensation of a chill blast of wind on my face.

NJ, she warned. Remember you’re in diplomatic mode.

I forced my lips and teeth into a shape that could pass as a smile to a nonhuman unfamiliar with my species. “That would be perfect,” I lied. “I’d love to dip my head into the sea for a listen.”

Aliens were not my thing, but I’d grown to like Nolog-Ndacu, and Silky. Most of the time. Maybe I would get on okay with the Littoranes.

“It shall indeed be perfect,” Qyn said.

“Do you realize what you’re getting yourself into?” asked Siyuk. “I can’t think of anything more outrageous than bringing a human to a concert. She wants to scandalize her family. Whatever you do, don’t let her tell them that you’re her boyfriend. That could prove very dangerous.”

“Not on a date,” I repeated. I looked at Qyn until I got her attention. “Probably safest all round if we don’t let my wife think we are on a date either.”

Their reaction was priceless. Qyn pushed herself down to the floor, legs splayed, as if someone heavy had just stood on her. Siyuk, meanwhile, appeared to be picked up around the shoulders by an invisible hand and given a quick shake.

If I had interpreted this correctly, Qyn was scared of Silky, and Siyuk was laughing his pants off, though to be honest, I knew so little about Littoranes I could have just witnessed a declaration of holy war.

We managed the short distance to Caccamo’s office without violence, so I decided my first interpretation was the more likely one.

Laban Caccamo was a strange character. For starters, he had begun life as a Tac-Marine – as part of the squad around which the Human Legion had formed – but he’d retrained as a Navy pilot, and spent most of his war as an X-Boat squadron leader. Scuttlebutt said that Caccamo had designed his office to be the exact same dimensions as his squadron’s ready room on his old carrier, Lance of Freedom. I believed it.

I felt foolish abandoning the celebration as we closed the door behind us, muffling the Litt-Beat, although the bass continued to assault us through the floor.

Doing my best to hide behind my beer mug, my awkwardness only grew as I stood watching my amphibian comrades push two chairs together. One rested its body on the seats while the other laid down underneath. I had been blind to how a room designed by humanoids might appear to a species whose body design meant they could never be seated.

“Um… Is that comfortable for you guys?” I asked.

The music’s sudden increase in volume warned that someone else had joined us.

“Simply wonderful, NJ,” announced Caccamo from the doorway. “You are an inspiration.”

“It’s no good, sir,” I told him. “You’ll need to explain that.”

“You arrived at my door last year with an alien bride,” he replied. “Young Nolog-Ndacu is telling everyone who will listen – as well as everyone who won’t – that you’ve asked him to dance, and I find you here chatting away on the topic of cross-species musical culture.”

“I wouldn’t put it quite that way–”

Caccamo cut me off. “Yes, yes. Quite so. Congratulations, NJ, and well done on your new appointment.”

I replayed the contents of my short-term memory buffer. No, I hadn’t missed anything. “My new what?”

“Hereby you are appointed the branch multi-species integration officer.”

If my face looked blank, it was because I was engaged with an internal debate with my ghosts. Our conclusion was unanimous. “We think you’re joking,” I told him.

“I was…” Caccamo paused, as if having second thoughts about what he was about to say. “Humor is most effective when it skirts the uncomfortable frontiers of real life.” He turned to the Littoranes. “Isn’t that so?”

“This is a universal truth,” agreed Qyn.

“I don’t do aliens.”

It wasn’t merely my words that issued from the collar that hung around Siyuk’s neck but a recording of my voice. “And yet he does,” he said, back to his usual thought-to-speech. “NJ, I think you are the funniest human who ever lived.”

“He means that sincerely,” Qyn clarified.

“Then that’s settled,” said Caccamo in a voice suddenly devoid of all humor. “Effective immediately, McCall you are indeed the multi-species integration officer.”

“I don’t want to do it,” I told him.

“I know you don’t,” said Caccamo grimly. “Do I have to remind you that Revenge Squad is not a social club?” His expression softened. “Or explain that the post comes with a modest pay increase?”

“Most timely,” said Qyn. “You’ll need plenty of money to take me out to the choir recital.”

“I thought you said it was free?” I protested.

“Of course it’s free. But our church is a proud one. You will be expected to make a generous donation.”

I sighed. I’d lived most of my life without money. Now that I had a decent wage, I found myself reluctant to let it go.

“Don’t worry, old boy.” Caccamo’s idiot’s grin was back in place. “Attendance at alien musical extravaganzas is part of your new job description. Talk to me tomorrow and I will explain the creative wonder that is the expense claim.”

Caccamo’s face snapped into a harder expression. “Listen up now, all of you.” The geniality had left his voice. Old habits brought me sharply to attention.

“Today Section ‘C’ got a soaking,” said the former squadron leader. “If more of you had been injured then you could have drowned. We are based at a port, McCall. And it is not only the harbor and the coastline where we need to be active, the canal system is vital to this region too.”

He paused. I wasn’t sure if I was expected to ask the obvious question, so I played safe and kept my mouth shut.

“Thirty-eight percent of the provincial population are Homo sapiens and related subspecies, and twenty-seven percent Littoranes. Qyn and Siyuk, you are the only two Littorane members of our branch, representing a wholly inadequate percentage of our personnel.”

“Why not recruit more, sir?” There, I’d said it.

A calculating smile came to his face. “Why indeed? Qyn, would you care to explain?”

“When you humans left the Legion, you left your units behind, your squads and your squadrons, your battalions and your fleets. You had to learn to become individuals, something I know many of you struggle with. But when Littoranes left their Legion units, we immediately formed civilian ones.”

“Our equivalent of your infantry squad, is the extended family,” said Siyuk. “If you see a group of Littoranes together in Port Zahir, they will almost certainly be related.”

“Then how come you are here?” I asked the amphibians.

Siyuk reached up with his tail to touch Qyn’s. “Because we are outcasts,” they said in unison.

“Well,” said Qyn, “technically, I’m an outcast disowned by my family, but Siyuk is merely a disgrace who’s fallen in with corrupting influences. You humans, for example.”

“Other than attracting the occasional flotsam and jetsam such as ourselves,” said Siyuk, “if you want more Littoranes in Revenge Squad then you need to stop thinking about recruiting individuals, and concentrate instead on forming alliances with family groups.”

“Well then, that’s what we need to do,” I said.

Caccamo gave me a look laden with meaning.

I corrected myself. “That’s what I need to do.”

“We can advise,” said Siyuk, “but we can’t represent Revenge Squad. Remember, she’s flotsam.”

“And he’s jetsam,” said Qyn.

The door opened again. This time it was Silky.

“If you were to take an alien out on a date one night,” Caccamo whispered to me with a conspiratorial wink. “That could be artfully construed as a business expense.”

I regarded my alien. Kurlei were about the same height as a baseline human, which means shoulder height against a Marine. Nonetheless Silky possessed the unnatural talent of appearing to loom over Marines, an ability she now deployed against Caccamo with maximum force. “What is this man saying, NJ?”

“The precise words are unimportant,” Siyuk answered for me. “Director Caccamo is performing humor by drawing a pointed reference to the human trait of self-ignorance.”

“Indeed,” Qyn agreed. “I find them endlessly amusing. Section Leader Sylk-Peddembal, what is the most ridiculous thing your human has done?”

Silky glared at Caccamo for several uncomfortable seconds before taking a seat next to the Littoranes.

“There are so many examples to choose from,” she said cheerfully. “He’s just the one human but I could spend a week and only give you the highlights.”

I rolled my eyes, but it was pointless to get angry. Besides, I was intrigued to hear what Silky would say about me.

Everyone focused intently on her.

“However, I do not think NJ’s foibles are an appropriate centerpiece for tonight’s celebration,” said Silky.

An amused grunt came from the back of Caccamo’s throat. He nodded to us and returned to the bullpen.

A few moments later, so too did the Littoranes.

I started to follow, but Silky intercepted me and gently pushed me down into a chair.

I frowned at my wife. “Did you make them leave?”

She peered at me. I think she was assessing my alcohol consumption to judge whether she could lie. Being able to read each other’s emotions was a double-edged sword: deceit was near impossible.

“I gave them mild anxiety,” she admitted. “Boosted their impatience. A suggestion that it was time to move on. Nothing more.”

“Okay. So you did get rid of them. Why?”

“I wish to spend time with my husband. Is that so bad? Do you wish me to keep away from you?”

I admonished her with a wagging finger. “No and no.” I stopped and put my arm around her shoulder, squeezing gently. “I like being with you. Even when I don’t say much, it’s nice to do so around you. But tonight is about celebrating that we’re still alive, and I don’t want to do that stuck here in Caccamo’s office. Silky, you can be as subtle as a squadron of battlecruisers in a bad mood. What is it you want? No, let’s start with a better question. Whatever it is, can it wait until tomorrow?”

“Tell me again how you managed to hack the LBT-10 droids.”

Diplomatic mode, my ghosts reminded me. I sat next to Silky, set my mug on the floor, and engulfed her hands in mine. “You’ve been interrogating me all night. Leave it until tomorrow. Please.”

Her face pinched inward. “I want to understand now. You’re damaged and need fixing, NJ. More than you realize. You need to open up your mind.”

“I’ve let you inside many times and I will do so again. But not tonight.”

“I need to go deeper,” she insisted, her face flushing lilac. “And I need you in a coma. It’s important.”

“And it will still be important tomorrow,” I answered, trying hard not to get caught up on the word ‘coma’.

A cheer rang out from the bullpen. I strained to hear why but all I heard was the absence of music.

The door burst open and Shahdi and César appeared, wide-eyed with excitement. “Come quickly,” she said, before slamming to a halt when she noticed Silky’s hands were in mine. “There’ll be time for that stuff later. The news bulletin is about to run. We’re on it!”

I shot to my feet. This was what I’d been waiting for. Asking Nolog-Ndacu for a dance, fending off a wife wanting to give me unconventional brain surgery, dancing around an interspecies confrontation and ending up being invited to an underwater Littorane concert – all this good fun was just the opening for the big event of the night: seeing ourselves talked about on the AV news feeds.


—  CHAPTER 8  —

We were on after the kind of depressing report on the rise in disappearances, murders, and inter-species conflict that was all the provincial and city news seemed to carry those days. We saw a perfect shot of Spirit of Progress erupting in a fireball that spread burning debris high into the sky. Searing light reflected on the calm water in the harbor, stoking the excitement in my heart.

“Yes!” I pumped my fists into the air. “That’s what you get for messing with my friends. Next time I won’t hold back.”

I had a celebratory roar primed and ready to launch in my throat, but an unwelcome thought defused it. The report on our Spirit of Progress adventure hadn’t come after the sequence on violent crime’s escalation – it had been a part of it.

My comrades didn’t care. They sent a cheer echoing off the bare brickwork of the Slaughterhouse’s walls.

“What about the pig-licker who tried to suffocate you?” asked Lazheet, one of our deadliest agents. “Would you like me to bring him in for a chat?”

I grinned at the former Marine. Lazheet would never do such a thing without Caccamo’s approval, but she could if she wanted to. This woman was wonderfully dangerous. Then I remembered the man’s voice taunting us over the bulkhead speakers as he settled down to watch us die. My mood soured.

“If you do,” I told Lazheet, in a loud voice for everyone’s benefit. “I’ll rip out his tongue with my bare hands and make him swallow it whole.”

I meant every word and all the humans there knew it. They began chanting my name.

I closed my eyes and drank in the sound. I was no hero, but my whole body tingled with the delusion that I was – just this one time. My ears picked up a discordant voice layered above the chants. I opened one eye and saw it was Silky, whose high-pitched voice was gleefully screaming my name with such force that her face was turning lilac.

I could tell her enthusiasm because her nose flared to three times its normal dimensions, her upper lip rolled up like a cigar to expose her teeth, and her kesah-kihisia flattened tight against her head. She’d dropped the human veneer she usually adopted to fit in, and revealed her true nature: a ruthless inhuman assassin.

Only Caccamo appeared thoughtful. I didn’t care. I was on top of the world.


—  CHAPTER 9  —

An hour later and by now the party was well underway.

The drink was flowing freely, and so was the laughter. Faces rarely spotted at a Slaughterhouse party were in evidence. Dave, our Hardit chief engineer, sipped water alone in a far corner. No one talked to him, but that was okay. He explained to me once that he loathed conversation. To him, being sociable was important, but that only meant silently mingling his scent with ours. Another colleague of his race had once told me that as an identifier, a Hardit individual’s scent is far superior to a human’s spoken name, because it tells not only your story, but also echoes that of your family. So I think our engineer was telling the truth about wanting to mingle scents, especially when in the next breath he told me if I ever called him Dave again he would kill me. Which is a shame. Dave suits him much better than his Hardit name.

Rarest sighting of all was our eight-foot tall Jotun, Aeslingir, who handled legal affairs. Jotuns had officered the human Marine Corps. I’d known them all my life, but never had a social conversation with one. I was debating whether to start now when Lazheet put an arm around me and steered me in a half-circle until I was facing Shahdi. The girl was happily chatting away to a pair of junior associates, but when she glanced my way, I noticed bruising around her eyes that was an ironic echo of the darkness around Silky’s.

“What happened to your little waif?” Lazheet asked me.

“Shahdi? She annoyed my wife.”

“You’re a brave man to be with a woman like that.”

“Silky’s not a woman.”

She raised an eyebrow. “Looks like one to me.”

The individual under discussion was ensconced in debate with Qyn and Siyuk. Her white, scaly skin was far closer to the Littoranes’ than to mine, and the tentacles sweeping back along her head were nice enough to stroke, but would suit the hairless Littoranes more than they would topping my skull.

“A little,” I admitted to Lazheet who, by contrast, was not only all human, but an all-Marine woman with battle scars decorating her dark skin, her cornrows, and gold-flecked eyes that were humanly gorgeous unlike Silky’s obsidian gems sunk into dark hollows.

Most entrancing was the trail of copper DNA helixes that swept out from the corner of one eye, ran around the back of Lazheet’s ear and then down her neck to disappear beneath her blouse to destinations that were unknown, but which invited discovery.

“Look deeper,” Lazheet said. “Silky acts like a woman and actions speak to me more clearly than any words. Take you, for example. What you did today on that ship was so NJ – brave, loyal, and I would rate you at least fifty percent mad.” Lazheet grabbed my head, and I allowed her to draw me in until we were close enough that our noses were almost touching. “I could use a man like that for myself,” she said in a hungry growl.

Her gaze clawed at me but I didn’t pull away. She was like me, or as I used to be. Seen too much of the galaxy and lost too much along the way to dance around when she wanted something. She was playing her sexual tractor beam over me on full power, and I shifted my balance uncomfortably while I tried to remember why I should resist. I hadn’t gotten any rack-time with woman, man – or alien for that matter – since I’d been retired to Klin-Tula. I’d never admitted that to anyone, but judging by the predatory look in Lazheet’s eyes, it was so obvious it might as well be tattooed on my forehead.

My skin started tingling.

If not for Silky, I would be doing the horizontal dance with Lazheet in about sixty seconds’ time, probably on those chairs Qyn and Siyuk had shifted together in Caccamo’s ready room.

I don’t suppose that was a secret either.

“Hey, crank up the volume,” called someone in the room. “We’re on the news!”

“Tell us something we don’t know, dumb drellock,” answered Alonzo, who led Section ‘B’.

“No, this is new. A suit talking about us. A politico.”

“That’s not any old suit,” said Sel-en-Sek who was enjoying the party despite the cast on his legs and the pain on his face. “That’s the mayor. That’s Philamon Dutch.”

Someone lifted the volume and everyone else listened in to what the mayor of Port Zahir had to say about our fun and games that afternoon.

I only half noticed, most of my attention still caught in Lazheet’s sex beam.

“Stay with me,” she challenged.

You might think me disloyal to Silky to be humming with the desire to follow that copper tattoo trail wherever it led across Lazheet’s body, but you’d be wrong. I was committing the far worse crime of indecision.

After Bahati’s death, the last of my original squad to die in the war, I sank beneath habit and decay until by the time Silky discovered me, I would black out for weeks at a time, my ghosts minding the shop while my mind was AWOL.

Back when I’d been fully alive, the last thing anyone would accuse me of was indecision.

Silky was glancing up at the news screen with her alien pals. I knew I was lucky to have her, but there were itches that alien could not scratch.

Whereas Lazheet…

Silky frequently urged me to mate with my own kind for the sake of my emotional well-being, as she put it. She meant what she said, although I suspected that if I did have flesh-rubbing fun with someone else, she might suddenly realize that my throat needed slitting.

I put my finger to the corner of Lazheet’s eye and gently traced the copper path across her face and down her neck.

My fingers stalled in the depression above her collarbone. What held me back? I didn’t care about Silky’s jealousy, and when I looked into Lazheet’s eyes, I saw only impatience.

I tried to take a calming breath, but it only fueled my urgency. There was nothing to hold me back.

I felt my face tighten into an expression of sheer hunger.

Nothing!

“Loop that back again,” roared Caccamo, his every word dripping with lethal venom.

Lazheet switched off her tractor beam and my attention stumbled into the big screen showing the newsfeed. Into the mayor’s arrogant face.

“… is more than just another case of the violence spreading like a disease through our city. A city that is under threat. I’ve been saying in Chambers for months that one of the greatest threats of all comes from the professional vigilante groups. They are not a cure but a cause of criminality. And today it got personal. The worst, most venal, corrupt, and arrogant criminal gang in the region was responsible for the willful destruction of my personal assets.”

“What’s that veck talking about?” I said. I didn’t like the way that even though it was nighttime, the police were still swarming over the dockside. I couldn’t see what that would achieve other than to be seen to be taking this seriously. Someone high up had placed a big whip across their backs.

“That ship in pieces at the bottom of the harbor was mine,” said the mayor, as if answering me. “Its cargo was my responsibility.”

Aeslingir cleared his throat. “Naturally, I ran background checks. If the mayor owns Blue Star Freight, then he was going a long way to hide the fact.”

“Well, he ain’t hiding it now,” said Caccamo.

Mayor Dutch removed his brimmed hat to scowl close in at the camera lens. His was the kind of lived-in face that had come within a whisper of being died in. Angry lines radiated from one eye like a starburst tattoo, but they were painted in scar tissue, not ink. “If any of you scum in Revenge Squad are watching, know this. Now it’s personal. No longer will I allow blind eyes to be turned your way. Run, hide… do what you like because nothing can help you now. I’m coming for you, Revenge Squad. You’re frakked!”


—  CHAPTER 10  —

Caccamo shouted, “You stay calm, McCall!”

I ignored him and stormed off to arm myself.

Lazheet blocked my way. “Where do you think you’re going, mister?”

“To grab something useful–”

“In the armory? Your brain doesn’t work, remember? You can’t pull the frakkin’ trigger.”

I loomed there, glaring at the woman, but however much I snarled, I couldn’t kill the sense behind her words.

Damn her!

My entire world centered on killing that veck in the newsfeed with his stylish brimmed hat, and fragged cheek, before he got Silky killed. My life beyond that achievement currently had no meaning.

Of course, I didn’t lie down on a couch and attempt to articulate my feelings – I mention this because I want you to understand that I’d been designed and trained to eliminate any critical danger without delay. I simply couldn’t see myself as Lazheet did – as I truly was.

Even though I knew that was monumentally dumb.

You see, more than once over the past year, I’d caught someone in my gunsights who I dearly wanted to kill and… like the lady said, I couldn’t pull the trigger. Hadn’t stopped me shooting at those droids earlier today, so maybe my psychological block was weakening. Whatever my issue was, it didn’t seem possible that it could stop me now, because there wasn’t room in my head for anything but the need to kill the mayor of Port Zahir.

I snarled at Lazheet like an enraged bull. Droids didn’t count. I knew damned well she was right.

“Fine!” I fumed. “I’ll kill him with my bare hands.”

“No,” said Silky, pulling at my shoulder. “Don’t be an idiot. I forbid it.”

I squared off against her. “Listen carefully, Silky. I want you to lie low and as safe as you can within Revenge Squad. Listen to Caccamo.”

“Or why don’t I follow your example and ignore him?”

I tried to push past her, to make my way out to the street. I didn’t need a gun to kill the mayor. When I told Lazheet I’d use my bare hands, I wasn’t being over-dramatic. But Silky blocked my way. If it came to a fight, I’m not sure which of us would prevail, so I played dirty.

“I want you to let me go,” I told her. “Stay here and stay safe.” Harnessing every iota of authority I could round up, I added, “I insist.”

When we had first met, Silky explained that Kurlei wives had to follow their husbands’ wishes. Sounded like a throwback to ancient times on Earth, but it wasn’t that simple. Of course it wasn’t.

She was coy about spelling out how this worked, but as far as I could make out, it was as if Kurlei males play the part of a sector general, laying down the strategy for the operational commanders and lower echelons, who would loyally follow the strategic plan, but would tell the general to go vulley himself if he tried to micro-manage its implementation. And if the operational commanders didn’t like the strategy in the first place, they would mutiny, murdering the general and replacing him with one of their own number.

Silky wasn’t sure herself whether my authority over her was real or just a habit because, obviously, I was only a filthy alien. However, she was damn sure she would murder me one day.

Aliens! Go figure.

Alien women – don’t even bother trying.

I wasn’t in the mood for xeno-gender politics; I wanted her out of my way and I wanted her safe.

“Don’t impede me,” I told her, willing my single-mindedness to burn into her like an x-ray laser.

“Killing him won’t solve anything,” she countered.

“Out of my way!”

“Not that you’d get anywhere near him.”

“MOVE!”

She jerked in shock, and with her eyes stretched inhumanly wide, she stepped aside. Kesah-kihisia throbbing with fury, I was grateful she looked at the floor because the disgust she felt at herself for stepping aside was nothing compared to the searing revulsion directed at me.

In normal circumstances, I would hate myself for confronting her, but these were not normal times. She’d get over it.

But not if the mayor had his way. Silky was a deserter from the Human Legion. She hadn’t run in the face of the enemy; she’d fled her marriage sisters who wanted to murder her. Alien sexual politics could get pretty ugly, but in the case of desertion, the Legion allowed no mitigating circumstances. Nor, incidentally, for anyone found guilty of harboring a deserter.

So when the mayor declared war on Revenge Squad, he was pronouncing a death sentence on my wife.

I pushed her aside and stormed away.

That’s brought forward the day she’ll knife you, observed the Sarge.

I didn’t care.

Kill the mayor, urged Bahati, her bloodlust redoubling my own.

Sanaa felt pensive but said nothing.

“Why doesn’t anyone stop the fool?” called Silky, but Caccamo waved her into silence.

“My dear, some things just have to play themselves out. Let nature take its course.”

I didn’t exactly have the full support of my ghosts, but it was good enough for me. I marched out of the party room, intending to walk through the main entrance and straight to the docks where I would kill the mayor – live on the newsfeeds if needs be – but Caccamo blocked the doorway, arms outstretched.

I’d fought in the War of Liberation for over two centuries but hadn’t even been born when Caccamo had been involved in the first action of the civil war that preceded it.

I eyed him warily. Liver spots bloomed across his bald pate like a barrage of defensive munitions. The furrow that ran between his eyes was so deep that space-time must surely curve around it, but it was his eyes that made me hesitate. They possessed an aura that told of witnessing far more than most human minds could encompass. The big boss had lived long, hard and well, and the old man was still a force to be reckoned with.

“You’re going to have to go through me,” he said grimly. “Have you got it in you to hit an old man?”

“I don’t need to,” I said. I glanced behind. Everyone was watching. I could feel anguish and impotence from Silky, but the others… I couldn’t understand why they weren’t getting involved.

I grabbed the ancient Marine by the shoulders and tried to lift him out the way. He kneed me in the asteroids, and when I dropped him, he gave me an upper cut that made me see stars.

Would I hit this old man? If it meant I could kill the guy who threatened my wife, then you bet I would.

I gave him a warning, just letting him see the determination in my eyes. He’d still got a good fist on him but I was ready for him now. I didn’t know why the others weren’t swarming over me, but I didn’t care.

I readied to spring at him.

A doubt flickered through my mind. My aggression wasn’t mirrored in Caccamo’s eyes. The way he looked at me, it was as if the fight was already over.

And I had lost.

I bypassed my doubt and flung myself at the branch director, aiming a series of strikes and kicks that would let me barrel past him and out of the Slaughterhouse.

I only managed a half step forward before my body locked and I was falling… falling into Caccamo’s arms.


—  CHAPTER 11  —

I pushed Caccamo away… and had to fling myself forward to avoid overbalancing the chair I was in.

A giddying lurch in my gut forced a girlish cry from my throat, and then I was back in the room.

But which room? I wasn’t fighting with my boss near the Slaughterhouse entrance. I’d somehow materialized onto a chair looking into a bright light. Location: unknown.

Regrettably, given what I was often given to eat in the Legion, my mouth was highly sensitive to six basic tastes: sour, sweet, salty, bitter, glutamate and toxin. I ran my tongue over the inner folds where upper lip joined my gums but I wasn’t tasting toxin. Nor were my limbs shaking, and I didn’t feel like I’d broken through the icy surface of the frozen wastes of hell.

None of the tell-tale signs of being drugged were showing green, so how had I gotten from grappling Caccamo to sitting on a chair without anything in between? What was going on?

My body might be undergoing general decay but my eyesight was still as good as the day my replacement eyeballs were slotted into the sockets of my new skull after the liberation of Maeroo-6. And that was very good indeed.

Caccamo knew that, of course, but despite the array of high-powered beams flooding my sight, I could clearly see him standing behind the wall of illumination, and get a sense that I was in the middle of a well-stocked warehouse.

I still had no idea where I was.

Caccamo showed no obvious armament, nor was I restrained, but the old man had just demonstrated he could take me down with ease, so I let him say his piece.

“You’re honored, NJ,” he told me. “I don’t invite many people to my shed.”

“Your what?” I shook my head angrily. “Just tell me where we are.”

“You are in a part of the Slaughterhouse not many know about. This is my shed. Where I go to escape the cares of the world, and to store things – both mine and on behalf of other people. Clutter, many might call it, but I don’t like to throw things away that might come in handy one day. Some would say that explains my interest in you, my boy.”

The battered wooden desk I was sitting at was adorned with coffee stains, and digi-pics of Caccamo arm-in-arm with General McEwan and other dignitaries. There was a railgun dart in one display case, a scrap of twisted metal in another, and a score of other keepsakes from a long life. This was Caccamo’s desk, all right, his real den in the Slaughterhouse, not the fake carrier ready room we were encouraged to frequent.

An hour ago, I would have been fascinated. But now? I didn’t give a shit.

“Very nice,” I said. “Now let me go.”

“Hear me out, please. The mayor hates us tonight because you blew up his ship, but he’s not the political boss of the region. That’s the governor.”

I frowned. Caccamo wasn’t making sense.

He grinned. “The governor is a Revenge Squad client, and she owes me a favor or three.”

“I’m listening.”

Caccamo regarded me thoughtfully before saying, “NJ, I do know of Silky’s delicate status. If I were married to a deserter, I would be petrified too, but I think it would be better if you let me talk with the governor first before you murder any senior elected officials, don’t you?”

“Maybe you know the governor, sir, but she’ll still drop you like a bomb. It’s what politicians do. You’re a hero to many of us, sir, but in the eyes of the politicians we are only a handful of grubby for-profit vigilantes.”

A fire burst from deep within Caccamo’s soul, lighting his body with an inner power. This man was a war hero. None of us would be alive if not for him and his like. Klin-Tula would still be a mining world, worked by Hardit slaves on behalf of their White Knight masters. I got a sense off him: danger. Caccamo might be old, but he was still the kind of person who could change history. I was glad he was on my side.

“If the governor doesn’t help, then I’ll personally make sure that the mayor regrets his attack on us.”

I thought it over. I admired Caccamo more than ever, but would he be enough? The advice from my ghosts was split, so I went with my gut. “Sorry, sir. I like a plan that’s simple and doesn’t rely on people I don’t know. I’m going to kill the mayor and that’s all there is to it. Now, let me go.”

“And you killing the mayor – openly as a Revenge Squad employee – do you really think that will solve anything?”

“It will buy Silky time to run.”

“I see. Then you leave me no choice.”

The lights came on, and I nearly checked the diagnostics on my eyeballs because I couldn’t believe what I was seeing.

For a start, this shed was so huge I couldn’t see its full extent. Then there were the contents. It was filled with military equipment. Much of it was crated, but not quite all. I saw endless rows of heavy ordnance lined up in the distance – tens of thousands of missiles and artillery shells. Maybe more. Somewhere inside the crates would be the means to fire them.

Gun laws were strict on Klin-Tula. You could open carry in some regions, but never with military-spec weapons. Revenge Squad crossed that line on occasion, and relied on the blind eyes of the authorities to do so, but this wasn’t stepping over a line, this was driving over it with a squadron of heavy tanks while drunk on whiskey.

“As you can see,” said Caccamo. “Enough to equip an army.”

I thought of Zhakar-Ree, the Leveler leader who had tried to access the Revenge Squad armory the year before. I’d thought she had been referring to the modest armory up in the main building, but she must have guessed about this wonder. Mader zagh! This was serious, but why?

I gave up and asked. “Whose army?”

“Officially,” Caccamo said, “I’ve been ordered by the Main Board to warehouse this materiel in readiness for Revenge Squad expanding its operations.”

I shook my head. “That’s bullshit. We would never need this much.”

Caccamo fixed me with a stern look. “But you and I know of a secret organization pulling strings, don’t we? I believe these weapons of war are preparations for future operations of the Phoenix Cabal. And Revenge Squad will become one of many cadres for their future army.”

Silky and I kept stumbling across hints of this shadowy cabal. Supposedly we were police informants tasked with learning all we could about the conspiracy. Yesterday this would have my rapt attention, but our complicated lives had just gotten much simpler. The cabal’s secrets weren’t going to kill the mayor, so they were of no interest to me now.

Caccamo pressed on regardless. “We are Marines, you and I, NJ. We are trained and engineered to resist torture, but only when we know which pieces of information need locking away securely. Events are unfolding fast, and much as I’m fond of you and Silky, this matter is bigger than all of us. That’s why I’ve shown you this now. If you’re captured, reveal nothing about the Cabal. Deny you’ve heard of them. It’s vital if Klin-Tula is to escape tyranny. ”

“I don’t disbelieve you.” I began to slide my hand down my leg toward my knife sheath. “I just don’t care. Step aside, Caccamo.”

I watched him intently. He saw me edging over the knife hilt but didn’t react other than to say, “Have you ever wondered how I get my hands on such cool toys as a submersible that folds up into a little box?” His face hardened into dangerous contours. “And have you considered how such gadgets might help you more than that knife?”

I hesitated with my hand over the hilt. I didn’t want to hurt Caccamo, but I would if I had to.

His eyes flickered, a tell-tale sign that he was hearing something through an implant. “Time is even shorter than I feared. Take your frakking hand away from that knife, McCall. I understand that you don’t care about the Cabal, but I’m trying to save your life and that of your wife. Even if you’re too stupid to listen, do it for her. Here–” he reached into a pouch and handed over a memory slug. “That’s the quickest way to learn what you need to know.”

I looked suspiciously at the dull black data wafer. This was the guy who’d just switched me off like a light to bring me to this strange place, but Caccamo had saved my life several times already. I decided to put my trust in him one more time and inserted the slug under the flap of skin beneath my left ear…


—  CHAPTER 12  —

“Laban Caccamo. Born Tranquility-4, 2515AD. Service record – Marine Private, 412th Tactical Marine Regiment. 2568, cross-trained to serve as shuttle pilot aboard Beowulf. 2593, promoted to Wing Commander, 2nd X-Boat Squadron, and then Squadron Leader for 3rd Squadron the year later. From 2598 served as CAG aboard Lance of Freedom. Do you swear to abide by the code and articles of the Legion Intelligence Security and Termination Service?”

“LISTS?” I queried. “I don’t believe it. They’re just a story.”

But no one would answer. I wasn’t here.

“I do so swear,” I heard Caccamo’s voice say in reply to the human officer standing before him in dress uniform. More than heard: this was a recording taken from his memories. I felt the vibration in his larynx.

I didn’t recognize the woman, and her rank insignia was nothing I’d ever seen before. Her epaulettes carried five crescent swords in gold braid, and the peak of her cap was heavy with decoration. Guess whatever her rank was, it meant she had weightier responsibilities than swabbing the deck.

“Look upon your fellow agents and officers of the service. They will watch you and judge you today, and henceforth until you depart this life. Is there any reason – be it weakness, conflict of loyalty or dark secrets – why they should doubt you?”

From his spot at the center of circular dais, Caccamo turned around and looked outward. He was surrounded by figures wearing a black and sky-blue harlequin uniform, which looked a ridiculous color combination to me. Caccamo looked upon humans, Littoranes, Pavnix, Jotuns, and more. Most wore sheer black hoods that completely covered their faces, but a scattering went uncovered.

With a shock, I recognized General Rutherford. And that Jotun looked like Admiral Stonegaze. This wasn’t an elaborate game, this was real all right.

Caccamo’s revolution came full circle, back to the presiding officer who was now holding a mirror up in front of his face.

“This is the person who will judge you with the most constant gaze of all,” she told him. “Will you do this person proud?”

Caccamo studied his reflection. He looked a little less wrinkled and liverworted, but not much. I got the idea. By looking so intently at his reflection there could be no doubt in anyone experiencing this memory that the person who recorded it was indeed Caccamo.

“I shall fill my oath and obligation to LISTS, to the Human Legion, and the principle of tolerance and liberty for which they stand. I shall exercise the terrible authority invested in me for the benefit of the greater good, and never for personal gain.”

The presiding officer nodded solemnly. “Then it is my duty and honor to admit you to the LISTer ranks.” She cracked a grin and extended her hand. “About frakking time, you old bastard.”

Caccamo clapped his hand over hers and they shook vigorously. “I despair of your generation’s impatience, Joiedeeve. You’ve only been working on me to join up for ten years.”

“Twenty.”

I could feel Caccamo shrugging. “What can I say?” he said in a tone that hinted at glorious debaucheries. “I’ve been busy having a good time.”

Joiedeeve came up close to look deeply into Caccamo’s eyes. Freckles sprinkled the bridge of her nose and disappeared beneath her eyes, and it was just as well that she had a dusting of cuteness because in every other respect she appeared about as soft as an armor-piercing railgun dart.

Still up close and personal, the officer made me jump when she addressed me directly. “To anyone accessing these memories you should accept them as Laban Caccamo’s bona fides. Know also that if you mess with our man here, you frakk with the entire Human Legion. So don’t even think about it.”

Her fierce stare held me in place for an age before I realized that the memory recording had finished. I pulled out the memory wafer and returned with a start into Caccamo’s shed.

“By Horden’s hairy ass, you’re a frakking secret agent.”

Caccamo raised an eyebrow in acknowledgment. “Indeed. Secret code phrases and gadgets. The works. It is abundantly cool but with one massive drawback. Being secret, I can’t dine out on it, and I can’t show off as much as I deserve to.”

I remembered the cryptic note my Revenge Squad instructor at Camp Prelude had given to me before dispatching me to Port Zahir. Viktor Denisoff was his name, and he’d been digging up dirt on the Cabal. He’d told me to trust Caccamo. “Is Denisoff a LISTer?”

“Perhaps. There are others on the planet. There are also walls of secrecy, a cell structure. I can’t tell you even if I wished to. NJ, will you listen to me now?”

I hesitated. Caccamo had just beaten me over the head repeatedly with revelations, but did they change anything?

“Yes, sir. You have official influence. Roger that. I’m a dumb drellock who hasn’t a clue what’s going on, and if I don’t pay attention to my betters, I’m going to run headlong into a minefield that will get us all killed. Roger that too. All that has brought you five minutes of my attention. Then I’m going to get out of here and kill Mayor Dutch.”


—  CHAPTER 13  —

“I’ve bad news for you,” Caccamo told me, and he did, indeed, sound grim.

“I don’t want news,” I replied as he put a comradely arm around my shoulders. “I want a workable plan.”

I blinked – my eyes suddenly blurry – and the next thing I knew, I was hanging from Caccamo’s support as he helped me stumble into the Slaughterhouse bullpen.

He’d done it again!

Whatever he’d done to me meant I had no knowledge of how to access his shed, but my head was clearing just in time to watch in horror as the room flooded with heavily armed police officers.

Adrenaline surged. My muscles heated. Time hesitated as I took in the situation.

None of that helped.

The last time I’d seen the Port Zahir Police Department out in force, they’d had to borrow half their gear from Revenge Squad.

They had no need for us now, and didn’t they know it?

A bulky human police sergeant barked at everyone to kneel down with hands on heads or face the consequences of resisting arrest. He sounded hopeful at meeting resistance, but I was the only one displaying any fight. Everything incriminating seemed to have been secured away while I had been in the shed, and my bemused comrades reacted as if they had no idea the police would come visiting.

One by one, those with the appropriate body parts dropped to their knees, including Silky and Nolog-Ndacu, even Caccamo.

The old man glanced up at me and cocked an eyebrow, while police officers with military-spec assault carbines surrounded me.

If Caccamo had expected his example to take the fight out of me, it backfired. He was a war hero, for frakk’s sake. He’d done far more than obey orders and watch his friends’ backs under fire. Caccamo was one of the band of renegades who had made the hard choices that led to the Human Legion. He had mutinied in the name of liberty.

Everyone here owed Caccamo a debt we could never repay, He should be treated with respect, even though he would detest such pedestal treatment.

This wasn’t right.

Only Qyn and Siyuk stopped my resentment turning into a full-blown death wish. The Littoranes tried to comply with police instructions, but their physiology was not suited to kneeling. They balanced on their knees – precariously top heavy – but their stubby arms defeated their attempts to place hands on heads. After floundering like drowning men, they pitched over, flat onto their bellies.

“I protest,” I said, as I too dropped to my knees.

Officers rushed in behind me.

“Your instructions discriminate against non-humanoids,” I continued.

My arms were cuffed behind my back.

“I shall complain directly to Mayor Dutch.”

The sergeant kicked me in the side of my ribs. It wasn’t a punishing blow, but enough to send me toppling over onto my side.

“That’s funny,” he sneered. “The mayor has a complaint about you.” He shouted orders. “Bring this one and the snake head freak. The rest of you vigilante scum keep your mouths shut while we process you. Your time is over, you chodders. Mayor Dutch is going to bring law, order, and decency to Port Zahir whether it wants it or not. Revenge Squad is finished.”


—  CHAPTER 14  —

There was almost a comforting familiarity at being arrested and sent to the main police station house on Themistocles Avenue.

In fact, on my first day in Port Zahir, I’d been arrested and interrogated here by Captain Rachel Silverberg.

She’d loathed me on sight, blackmailed me, and displayed a shocking lack of inclusiveness. Despite all that, I couldn’t hate her as much as she deserved because she was an honest cop. And that honesty had gotten her busted down to lieutenant and made her so many enemies in the force that I didn’t think lieutenant would prove the last stop on her descent down the ranks.

Even so, I hoped against all reason that Lieutenant Silverberg was behind our arrest; that she was trying to keep us locked out of harm’s way until the city had calmed down.

They gagged me – Silky too – and that was disturbingly new. In my experience, captors leave you free to beg for mercy, and later to scream when the torture gets underway.

But they couldn’t gag Silky’s kesah-kihisia, which flailed me with a blend of anger and concern, both directed at me. I would prefer her head lumps to be gagged, if such a thing were possible, but at least if Silky concentrated on being pissed at me, she wouldn’t have space to be terrified for herself.

The station house was busier than the last time I was here, and the officers were carrying bigger guns.

I recognized a few faces staring at me with a mixture of apprehension and contempt, but I hadn’t time to chat about old times because we were pushed through the main holding areas, into a section I’d never seen before, and then led down three flights of steps. I felt tension growing in the officers as we were marched down a long corridor and into what looked like brand-new levels, going by the pristine stone-faced walls and ceilings. Unlike the rest of the station house, the lights set flush into the overhead didn’t flicker. Looked like someone’s budget had expanded recently.

Cells, torture, and interrogation.

I was an old hand at these things – and from both sides of the knife point – but my pulse was racing so fast by the time they locked me in my cell that I was unable to give the officers the benefit of my usual wise-assery.

Silky was the reason.

When they separated us at the level above, I had taken a last, careful look at her being dragged down a corridor of cells with the kind of heavy duty windowless doors where you put someone you wanted to rot away. I saw that she had tied red ribbons to her silly head lumps. Those elegant hands the color and texture of perished rubber – had her black fingernails always gleamed with that glossy sheen? I’d never noticed before.

And then I was stumbling downstairs, shoved along by one of my jailers.

I still had memories of people and incidents from my youth, stored away in my head as high-fidelity recordings of the signal from my eyes and ears. The multi-redundancy memory augmentations we’d all had implanted in the crèche still functioned, but my head had fought a long battle of attrition with the rigors of Marine life, and the only place I could record to now was my short-term memory buffer.

The memory buffer is a useful tool. I can glance at a battlefield, duck down under cover, and then replay the memory of what I saw at leisure. But the more my head filled up with sights and smells and sounds and sensations, the quicker my memories flushed out the other end.

I ignored the cell I had been locked inside and used every ounce of willpower and mental discipline to commit Silky’s image to my biological memory.

I think that only succeeded in filling my head up more quickly with memories of trying to remember her.

I fought for about forty minutes and then her image faded from my head.

I screamed, and banged my fist against the bars of my cage. I had hours of footage of my two human wives and my squadmates that were too painful for me to ever look upon, but it had comforted me to know they were there.

Silky’s image was failing already, and if the mayor followed through with his attack on Revenge Squad, if I ever saw Silky again, the next time would be at her execution.


—  CHAPTER 15  —

I banged my head against the bars of my cage for ten minutes before I paused for breath.

“It’s no use,” said a guttural female voice. “No matter how hard you bang your Marine head against those bars, you’ll never knock sense into it. So why don’t you give me a break and shut the fuck up.”

Anger reached inside, grabbed my sanity by the throat and pulled it kicking and screaming back into the pilot seat where it belonged.

I wasn’t alone.

I turned around and took in my surroundings for the first time.

Cells in my experience emphasize one of two themes – isolation and sensory deprivation, or the reverse: exposure. I guessed that Silky in the level above me was experiencing a soundproofed and suffocating little cell in complete darkness, because this level was the opposite. The floors, walls, and ceilings of this level were a uniform black glassy material. It wouldn’t look out of place in a bathroom in the officer’s quarters, but there were no dividing walls here – no privacy at all – just a series of cages. A sink and a toilet set in the wall were the only relieving features, and I bet they were for the benefit of disease control rather than our comfort. There was no bed, nowhere to sit – even the toilet required you to stick your arse into the wall to squat over a hole – and there were no shadows to withdraw into because every surface was ablaze in blue-white light.

There was only one place in shadow, and it was a dark one indeed. In the cage opposite mine, the only other prisoner on this level was wrapped in rags that she’d heaped over her head as a crude hood.

“Let me guess,” I told the hooded prisoner, “you’re a beautiful Earth maiden, a frakking princess no less, and they told you to cover up so I didn’t get all chivalrous on their asses and bust you out to return you to the king and claim my just reward.”

“Astonishing,” she said.

That was it. I expected her to elaborate, but she’d said all she wanted. In fact, she said more than she realized. Her voice was strained in a way I couldn’t place – smoke damage perhaps? – But I recognized the accent. She was from Earth, and every Earther I’d ever met outside of Sol System had been bad news.

The hooded Earther came to the edge of her cage closest to mine and appeared to study me out of the shadow of her hood.

If I’d been left with my biological eyes, she would have seemed sinister, her face impossible to make out within the inky gloom of the crude hood, but I armed my eyes for darkness piercing, and learned she wasn’t just hooded, but her face was heavily bandaged leaving just slits for her eyes.

“Is your face burned?” I asked gently.

“In a sense. They call me the Grotesque but that is only partially because of my features. I perceive you have talents beyond a hardened skull, as well as a smear of knowledge. So far, Marine, your knowledge only emphasizes the depth of your ignorance, but knowledge it is nonetheless.”

I bit my tongue. I was low on patience, but I decided I felt sorry for Bandage Woman.

“Tell me, how come you have a rudimentary familiarity with European fairytales? Don’t tell me you were part of the Legion horde that invaded Earth.”

“I did go to Europe once. Spent the day in Athens, but I didn’t think much of it. All bleached old stone work, lethal rad-levels if you didn’t wear protection, and overpriced beer. So, are you a native European?”

“Why are you here?” she said in a haughty reply.

The way the Earth-born woman snubbed my question as inconsequential noise reminded me of Mrs. Gregory, a gang boss I’d encountered with an alien parasite inside, which gave her power in return for feeding its dark appetite. But this Grotesque was too tall, and her voice completely different.

I shrugged. Most Earthers I’d met were arrogant drellocks twisted with paranoia, so I overlooked her rudeness and answered her question. “I’m here because I annoyed the mayor.”

She laughed. “Now there is an oaf who deserves to be annoyed. Please tell me you used that thick Marine skull of yours to head-butt him.”

“Not yet. I blew up his ship. It was only a small cargo freighter, but he didn’t seem happy about it.”

“Perhaps there is hope for you yet,” she said mysteriously. And that was that. Audience over, she turned her back on me and sat cross-legged on the floor of her cage.

Fine. If she wouldn’t make a useful distraction, then she was no use to me either.

I missed Silky terribly, but I had former comrades and late wives to comfort and distract me, it was high time to scout out the memories I’d avoided for so many years that should be waiting patiently in my long-term memory. I might not get another chance to re-experience them.

I curled into a ball on the floor and withdrew inside my head where my ghosts awaited me.

——

The jailers interrupted my inner festival of nostalgia about three hours later, when two uniformed police officers unlocked the Grotesque’s cell, backed up by two more officers armed with short-barreled assault carbines.

I feigned sleep, watching through slitted eyelids as one hefty officer held down the Grotesque while another injected her in the neck.

The prisoner didn’t fight her treatment, which made me think the injection was routinely administered.

Nonetheless, the police team were prepared for the possibility of a struggle. Their carbines were aimed and ready, and the woman holding the Grotesque down had the build of a Marine and was not hesitant about throwing her bulk around.

Perhaps this strange woman was worth my attention after all.


—  CHAPTER 16  —

The Grotesque’s injections continued every three hours, day and night. I’d been left here over a day so far. No food. No acknowledgement of my existence. My only sustenance was the water from the sink.

All the time, the lights had been on full blast, but at what I estimated to be 05:00 hours on the second day, they suddenly extinguished, plunging the cells into a darkness that would be impenetrable to a baseline human.

I switched my eyes to infrared and watched as a party approached from the stairwell. Warmth flared in my muscles. My body wanted to fight my way out. Surely they were coming for me.

But it was the Grotesque they were after.

At first I thought the party of five was the same group who administered the Grotesque’s injections, different only in the heavy IR goggles they wore. But one member was hooded, and with well-tailored clothing. He had a military bearing, and his air of authority was in sharp contrast to the most pitiful member of the group. Bound and sullen, the humans were followed by a furry creature with a long prehensile tail, a snout filled with fangs, and three baleful eyes that could see no good in any race but its own. This sorry creature was a Hardit.

As the police officers retrieved the Grotesque, the hooded man flicked one wrist with relish and a short-barreled object emerged into his hand. A shock stick. It was rated non-lethal, but that depended how you used it, and in any case if that was shoved against a sensitive part of your body, you would wish it was lethal.

The unlikely group disappeared into a sliding door at the end of the corridor. That was news. I had never even guessed the door was there.

Three human police officers waited outside in an awkward silence for the screams to start inside the secret room. They didn’t have long to wait.

I heard the haughty woman who called herself the Grotesque begging from the outset not to make her “do it again”.

My gut burned with acid at the prospect of what was about to transpire behind that hidden door.

The strong take from the weak. I’ve seen far too much to deny this universal truth. For some, their motivation is in acquiring the treasure, land, service or whatever the weak cannot defend. For others it’s the very act of seizing from the weak, the intoxicating sense of wielding power over another sentient being. My money was on the hooded man being in the second category.

The Grotesque’s pleadings never stopped but they were soon joined by cries of pain and then with screams of sexual abandon.

Hideous though it was, part of this foul scene didn’t fit my expectations. The loudest and longest screams of ecstasy came from the Grotesque, the bellows of pain from the Hardit.

When the screams finally faded away, the Grotesque padded back to her cell, escorted by the guards and the hooded man.

She was naked other than her bandages. Seeing in infrared can be confusing but I’m sure her body was distorted in ways I had never seen before.

The man threw the Grotesque’s rags to the cell floor. She ignored them, and stood there with her back to me clenching her fists, her whole body clamping. She was overloaded with rage, a condition I recognized because I’d felt the same when they’d dumped me in my cage.

Her body was surging with power but had no outlet other than to give the hooded man the satisfaction of seeing her frustration, the loss of control that he had brought about.

His back was to me as well, but I’m certain he was enjoying the sight. He watched her until two of the police officers brought out the Hardit corpse. I had little love for the bastards, but I’d never seen anyone die like that. Perhaps the poor resolution of infrared made my mind fill in the gory blanks, but it looked as if a miniature grenade had exploded in the alien’s head, vomiting blood and brain tissue out of its nose and wolf-like ears.

I said nothing to the party as they left but threw them looks of sheer hatred. I had no doubt that whatever horror had been inflicted on the Hardit had been carried out by the Earther woman who was now throbbing with power in the other cell.

“You are not culpable,” I told her when we were alone, and turned my back on her, looking at my own fists that were clenching with impotent fury.

A few moments later, the lights returned full blast, but in my mind were images of abject darkness.


—  CHAPTER 17  —

There’s a saying in the Marine Corps that’s drilled into us since the crèche: when Marines see an opportunity, they seize it with all six limbs.

Admittedly, it wasn’t originally a human saying, but it made sense all the same. So, when Lieutenant Bravic was dragged away from my interrogation before it had properly begun – growling about some crisis or other to do with Littorane radicals – I saw my chance and seized it.

The opportunity in my case, stared right back at me through cold, gray eyes, that gave the impression that he wasn’t about to be seized by anyone, least of all me.

Meet Police Sergeant Michael Lee Frennan. Tall, weary and worn, I knew from our previous encounters that he hated vigilantes with a vengeance, but he was as honest as his boss, Silverberg. Even through the cloud of anger at what I’d witnessed in the early hours of that morning, I could see that Frennan would never be a party to torture and murder.

“Help me to help you,” I begged him. “There’s a darkness stretching its hand over the city and it’s reached your station house. Please. Help me out.” I glanced up at the recorder slotted into the ceiling, its two black orbs staring at me like a remorseless nightmare. “Is that thing on?”

“Of course,” replied Frennan in a tone that told me he was tolerating the imposition of this interrogation but I’d better not push him. “Regulations demand it. So I would think very carefully if I were you, McCall, before accusing anyone in the station of anything, no matter how poetic you think your phrasing.”

I tugged on my short chains, seething in frustration, but they were securely fitted to the heavy-duty desk, and with thousands of ex-Marines like me in the port, I knew it would have been designed to stop someone with even my strength.

“We’ve never exactly gotten along,” I told him. “But you’re a good cop. You have to know something is not right here. I’m appealing to your honor.”

He took a deep breath. I think he was trying to secure the hatch that was bottling up his anger, but when he leant over the table and practically rammed his nose into mine, I didn’t think the hatch would hold. “Let me explain, in words simple enough to penetrate that thick Assault Marine skull, why you’re going to shut up, and do your time like a good boy. Lieutenant Bravic was called away because he is monitoring the trouble that keeps flaring along Langbian Avenue. Right now, there’s a race riot in progress after Littorane extremists sent a message to their human neighbors in the form of seventeen human heads tied with seaweed fronds into a neat package. And the Littoranes say they did this in retaliation. We are stretched so thinly that I feel transparent. I’d bet a year’s pay that Bravic isn’t coming back and this interview will be terminated. I repeat for the hard of understanding – I don’t have time for your dumb small-time shit, McCall. Let it be!”

“It’s not small-time.”

“Revenge Squad is small-time.” He glared up at the recorder. “It’s the mayor’s fault for getting so pissed off at Revenge Squad that we’re wasting our time on you morons while the city burns.”

Had it really gone to drent so quickly? “The city’s on fire? Then if you admit it’s the mayor’s fault, let me go!”

“Go? The city’s burning only in metaphor – for the moment – and though I blame the mayor for me being here, I blame you even more. Idiots! If you hadn’t blown up the mayor’s precious boat, we wouldn’t be sitting here now.”

“Ship.”

“Eh?”

“The mayor’s ship. It wasn’t a boat.”

Frennan raised his fist, ready to slam it onto the table, but the movement degraded into a shrug and he settled back down onto his seat. “I can see I’m wasting my breath,” he said, his words sticky with contempt. “I don’t have time for your stupidity. And that goes triple for Lieutenant Silverberg. She’s fighting for her career, so don’t even think of dragging her into your drent.”

“Silverberg? Is she here? I need to speak with her.”

“Oh, for frakk’s sake. Have you not heard a word? Look, McCall. You fought for the Legion. You signed up to the Civilian Defense Force. Remember your duty. Remember your brothers and sisters you left behind and what they fought for. Don’t dishonor them. Port Zahir is going through a crisis, and as the commercial hub of the entire planet, that matters. Fast forward fifty years and we might look back on this is a minor bump on the road to a better future, or we might regard this crisis as the threshold that led to civil war and the collapse of our unlikely civilization. If you want this planet to function, if you want the war to have meant anything, you will cooperate, and you will not drag Rachel Silverberg into places she doesn’t need to go. Maybe then the Port Zahir Police Department will have enough time to go after the real bad guys.”

I didn’t agree, but I decided to waste a few seconds acting the part of someone mulling over important new information. If only Silky could have seen me acting so restrained.

“I’m not talking about Revenge Squad,” I told the police officer. “Please, Frennan. It’s something bigger than that.” I hesitated, not daring to look at the recorder, but imagining the orbs penetrating my thoughts. If I told what I knew of torture and murder it might condemn Frennan as well as myself. But I couldn’t sit back and do nothing either – I wasn’t made that way.

The door opened and my heart sank down to the cold, stone floor. I’d had my opportunity, and hadn’t so much seized it as brushed it lightly with a fingernail.

“Well, well,” said a female voice.” I looked up in surprise at Rachel Silverberg. “Look what the cat vomited up,” she said with a lopsided grin that didn’t suit her normally emotion-free features. She closed the door and shuffled over to the rear wall of the interrogation room, staring at me all the while. Silverberg was the calmest person I knew, and for her to do something so weird scared me. Then she fiddled with something in her pocket. Next thing I knew, I was smelling overcooked electronics and looking up at the black orbs in the ceiling that were now weeping sparks.

Frennan gave a long sigh of resignation, before raising a sardonic eyebrow. “It appears that the recorder has developed a technical fault,” he drawled. “Lieutenant Silverberg, the prisoner may not be left unattended. Will you please guard the stupid drellock while I get a replacement recorder?”

“Very well, Sergeant Frennan. You are relieved.”

“Remember what I said,” Frennan snarled at me across the table.

“Thank you, Michael,” said Silverberg, and even I could hear the depth with which she meant that.

“I hope you know what you’re doing, Lieutenant,” he grumbled as he left, but leave he did, presenting me with Silverberg, who seemed a more promising opportunity to be seized with every limb at my disposal.

“For heaven’s sake, McCall,” she started. “If I hadn’t reached you when I did, you would have blurted out some dark secret that would have gotten Frennan killed.”

“So you do know what’s going on?” I accused, before noticing her total lack of concern for my own theoretical death.

“No, I don’t. I see unfamiliar faces, areas of the station house that are suddenly off limits…” She drew a sharp breath. “I hear dark rumors, but I’m a police officer, McCall. I need evidence, which is why I need you to fill me in and fast. Sitrep, Marine!”

I gave her a cheeky grin, guaranteed to annoy. “Doesn’t it feel good to be getting the old team back together?”

“We were never a team,” Silverberg replied. “You and your freakish wife are my bitches. I tolerate you, while you are still useful. Now tell me what I need to know.”

I told everything.

Afterwards I felt better, and began for the first time to wonder just how Silverberg would react. I hadn’t thought that far. I’d just known I wanted to unburden myself of the horrors I had witnessed.

As it turned out, her reaction was to give me a look of disappointment. “And you expect me to fix things, right?”

“That hooded man… He’s a monster. I don’t know what’s going on but it’s sickening. It’s certainly illegal and it’s going on right under your frakking nose. This is why you became a police officer, Silverberg. You know that to take the easy road and avoid confronting the evils around us will quench all hope for the future of Klin-Tula.”

“That’s a pretty speech,” she said. “And an amusing one, coming out the mouth of a professional vigilante.”

“I serve with Revenge Squad. We can debate another time whether my organization is a necessary evil for Klin-Tula, but it sure as hell isn’t an excuse for you to do nothing.”

“I’m not in charge here anymore. Have you forgotten?”

“You are a lieutenant in the Port Zahir Police Department.”

“Not for much longer. I’m being pushed out. Undermined. Captain K’Zoh-Zhan, my new CO, uses every opportunity to publicly state their lack of confidence in me, but it’s the commissioner and politicos who hate me most.”

My anger at her crashed and burned. “For what? For giving a damn?”

“Yes. For shining a light where powerful people desire shadows. Look, McCall, I do understand your anger. If what you say is true.”

I slammed my fists on the table. “Do you think I’m making this up?”

She slumped a little, and looked away. “I guess not, NJ.” She sighed. “Not all in the Department are bad. In fact, if you overlook a little skimming here and there, cops are mostly decent, despite what you’ve seen. But I’ve gotten myself a reputation as a troublemaker. I can still call on a lot of goodwill – and get a lot of good people in trouble in the process – but I’m going to be forced out because they want me out. I’m hanging on by a thread here.”

So, she was having a hard time. Didn’t get her off the hook. I changed tack. “Female officer. Marine build, mid-thirties, blonde hair and skin so pale that the hair color might be natural. Wouldn’t want to meet her in a fair fight. Male officer. Late 40s. I’m guessing he’s a Spacer-Marine of mixed parentage. Gray mustache interrupted by diagonal scar across his face.”

“Who were you describing?”

“People who give the Grotesque’s injection.”

She smacked her palm into her face and left it there while she finished my descriptions for me. “Male, 30s. Marine. Close-cropped snow-white hair.”

“Yes,” I agreed. “He’s one of them. There’s about six altogether.”

“I know them. They been pally of late. Won’t look at me in the eye. I thought they were involved in pushing me out the Department, but maybe there’s more to it than that.”

“Silverberg. That injection… They were extremely wary when administering.”

“You think it… it unleashed the beast in her – that it fuels whatever sickness is going on here?”

“Perhaps… I assumed the injections were suppressing her power, not fueling it, but your explanation is just as plausible. Either way, whatever else she did, she was being tortured and the injections were part of that. If you could–”

She put a hand up to silence me. “Best if you don’t say any more.”

I saw the determination in her eyes to do the right thing. Shame that had never applied to me or to Silky, but it was why I didn’t hate her. “Do your duty, Lieutenant Silverberg.”

“You can rely upon me, McCall.”

“Now, tell me what you know of Silky.”

The door opened.

“My wife, Silverberg! Is she being tortured? Will it be her screams I hear next time?”

“Now there’s an idea.”

I looked up, expecting to see either Frennan or Bravic.

It was neither.


—  CHAPTER 18  —

The police officer in the doorway wasn’t even human. It was a Pavnix, an alien whose body looked like a random assortment of geometric shapes, and whose skin changed color according to mood and whim. Over its breast, its uniform carried the same captain’s bars that Silverberg’s once had.

Awkward.

I had limited experience with the species, but what I knew taught me that this one was seriously pissed.

The creature looked from Silverberg to me and back again, but its anger seemed mostly directed at its fellow police officer. “You!” it growled at Silverberg. “Explain your presence.”

“Frennan had to leave,” Silverberg said. “I’m covering for him.”

“Disappointing,” said the Parvnix. “I see that Sergeant Frennan’s loyalties are divided. I had hopes for him. You’re finished, Silverberg, just as soon as I can get rid of you. Don’t drag Frennan down with you. Now get out!”

“Sir,” Silverberg insisted. “With respect–”

“No, Lieutenant. The only respect I acknowledge here is for the old Captain Silverberg who once performed her duties adequately, despite Port Zahir PD’s previously catastrophic underfunding. Then you went bad. The terms of your temporary reinstatement are clear – you are not to be directly involved with active cases until I say so, and yet here I find you alone with this prisoner. Alone! What the hell were you thinking of?”

“But, Captain K’Zoh-Zhan–”

All pigmentation left the captain’s face, leaving a pulsing network of blood vessels plainly visible through colorless flesh. “The only reason I’m not throwing you out of my station house right now is because I can’t afford to lose Frennan too. You take your skinny human carcass, and your worthless respect, and get the fuck out of this interview room before I notice you violating the terms of your reinstatement.”

“Yes, sir.” She gave a salute that was not returned. “Thank you, sir.”

Silverberg fled, leaving me alone with the new captain.

“That’s better,” said the alien, locking the door after Silverberg and taking the seat opposite me. “Let me make a few things clear, McCall. Whatever alliance you believe you might have with Silverberg, she cannot protect you. Whatever stunt she’s pulled with Frennan is not the first time she brought dishonor on herself and this department. I tell you this because I appeal to whatever soldier’s honor you once had to skip over the bullshit. The city’s in crisis. I don’t have time for your nonsense, or hers.”

“So the good sergeant was telling me.”

“You don’t deserve to speak his name. You have no friends here. There is no one to speak for you. And as of 2 a.m. this morning, the mayor’s emergency protocols came into effect, which means you have no rights either.”

I gripped the table’s smooth edge in panic. Had everything really gone to hell so quickly? “Emergency protocols… this isn’t about someone allegedly blowing up the mayor’s ship? Surely?”

“Someone. You mean Revenge Squad. I don’t care about your pathetic outfit. Paramilitary insurance salesman. Professional vigilantes. I don’t give a shit. You’re an annoyance – an itch to scratch another day. The mayor, however, does care. Is he suspending civilian rights to get at you scum? Possibly. The mayor has a grenade up your ass, and the truly dumb thing is that you put it there. Unfortunately for me, unlike Lieutenant Silverberg – who follows the latest human whimsy to take her fancy – whatever the mayor wants, I have to deliver.”

I’d never met this K’Zoh-Zhan before, but I knew Parvnix had an overdeveloped sense of right and wrong, and that to them the foulest crime of all was not murder or blasphemy as most other races would claim, but disrespect.

I tried to think how I could turn that to my advantage as we glared at each other across the table. K’Zoh-Zhan was more-or-less humanoid, though with a forward-tilting cylindrical chest that looked like a toy version of a Little Tin Bastard. The sense that the creature was assembled out of pieces salvaged from a garbage dump was deepened by the telescopic neck that poked out from the drum-like torso, and from which hung a wedge-shaped head that could have been an oversized doorstop turned through ninety degrees, if not for the hairy mandibles.

The alien spoke. “I want you to give me enough dirt on Revenge Squad that we can put you away in a nice box and concentrate on more important matters.”

“I refuse.”

“Okay.” The captain’s reply sounded moderated through its translator box, but the powder blue of its face changed to a deeper shade flecked with gold. “For the next phase of this interrogation, I want you to keep the idea inside your bony head that you have no rights, that I can shoot you dead, and the only comeback for me would be the requirement to write a paragraph explaining why. Can you do that?”

I mumbled that I could.

“Good. Now, let’s move on to Silverberg. Her reports describe her many contacts with you as meeting informants, but all you’ve given her so far is background information on Revenge Squad. A few snippets that on their own have been utterly useless. And that’s all she gotten out of you in almost a year. The way I see this, either Silverberg is lying and she’s in your pocket, or she really does think you work for her, and she is simply incompetent. I don’t know which is worse, but I would like to know. I’m a police officer, McCall. I like to get at the truth. Indulge me. Are you stringing her along, or is she in league with you?”

“I’m not going to answer that.”

“Really?” K’Zoh-Zhan didn’t seem bothered or surprised. “I prefer evidence, but I trust my instinct too. I know for a fact that Silverberg’s incompetent. Today’s fun and games is an example of her bad judgment and lack of discipline. She’s a disgrace to the Department, but my gut tells me she is not corrupt. Which makes me speculate that she thinks she has a hold over you. What is it?”

“Nothing. She has nothing.”

“My guess is that Silverberg’s alleged leverage is to do with this individual.”

The captain unfurled a viewscreen from its breast pocket and shoved it under my nose. Sure enough it was Silky, lying sprawled, unconscious, on a cell floor like mine, except hers was wrapped in darkness.

“The Kurlei female’s citizen registration is flawed,” said K’Zoh-Zhan, as if that were the most depraved crime imaginable, and perhaps to the Pavnix it was. “What is her secret? Why is a member of her species on this planet at all? Why did you promise information to that fool of a police human in order to protect the Kurlei? I will find out, but it shall go easier on all of you if you volunteer the information first.”

I would die before revealing Silky’s deserter status, so I glared at the alien in grim silence.

“Oh, I know many things about you human Marines. For example, you’re engineered to withstand all physical torture. I would be wasting my time shattering your bones, but hers? If I cut out her tongue, would it loosen yours? She’s such a rare species that I don’t know whether we could reattach it afterwards even if you did talk. If you truly care about her, you would spare her the experience. Save your friend. Or even your wife, as you just referred to her. Talk!”

“All right. All right! I get it, already. I cooperate with the cruel Pavnix, or it hurts the Kurlei. Someone give the alien police-being a prize because it’s learned basic human psychology. That still won’t get you far, but I’ll tell you this much. Silverberg doesn’t have anything on us, but we did join forces in that business with Hurt U Back last year, and it proved useful; to open a line of dialog so we didn’t keep bumping up against each other. I guess we’ve learned to tolerate each other. That’s all there is to it.”

The captain huffed angrily and I returned a smile at my small victory.

Pavnix are easy to annoy, you see. They have an annual personality refresh and skin molt, and this frequently includes a change of gender. Referring to them as ‘it’, rather than choosing from the array of alternative pronouns, is guaranteed to piss them off.

K’Zoh-Zhan moved around the desk to stand behind me, letting my nose fill with its heady scent of decaying wood.

I ignored the mandible that it drew roughly over one of my ears before leaving a thick trail of woody slime down the side of my neck.

Then it whipped its head down to my crotch.

I flinched. But the police captain tilted its head just above my lap and grabbed the metal arms of my chair in its mandibles. They were short appendages, like a spider’s paps, and I had no idea they were so strong but K’Zoh-Zhan twisted the metal arms. I could have done that, but I’d have needed powered armor to do so.

The Pavnix stood, lifting the chair as it did and tilting me out until I was standing hunched over the desk. When it regained its own seat, it said, “You give me something I can use on Revenge Squad to make the mayor go away, and you won’t be harmed. Not badly. If you can’t or will not give me what I want – either way, makes no difference – then we’ll get started on the Kurlei. Even if the mayor restored civilian rights, she isn’t a properly registered civilian, which means I can cut and smash her as much as I choose without even needing to write that paragraph.”

Alien veck! I could tell I was letting this damned creature get to me, so I tried to distract myself by imagining being in a happier place. All I could come up with was a place in which my hands weren’t bound so I could punch that ugly wedge of an alien head. Would its scrawny neck retract back into its torso? My fists itched to perform the experiment.

“Is that it?” the alien shouted. “Is that the best a washed-up loser like you can manage? To ignore me?”

“What you expect, idiot? You’ve told me I’m scum and have no rights. Which means I can’t trust you. Even if I wanted to sell out my friends, you’ll break your word and do whatever you want anyway.” I stood as erect as I could with my wrists chained to the desk, and declared my defiance. “You are without honor, Pavnix. You do not deserve my respect.”

The alien cycled through colors too fast for me to track. But then it controlled its anger and settled on albino white with orange eyes. “Human logic,” it said. “Very well.” K’Zoh-Zhan got up and unlocked the door, allowing two waiting human police officers to enter. “Take him away. No food.” It extended its head toward me. “I will see you in a week, vigilante scum. Longer if I’m busy. We’ll see if you’re more talkative when you’re hungry. And, Sergeant Hernandez, no food for the Kurlei either.”

“No, sir.”

Hernandez and other officer dragged me away to the endless light.


—  CHAPTER 19  —

Was I worried about Silky?

You bet.

And my friends at the Slaughterhouse?

Deeply.

But they were all hardened veterans who could look after themselves – well, all but Shahdi who ought to be in college. They were also too distant, the threats they faced too abstract. My concern burnt away to leave smoldering fires of revenge.

It was the Grotesque who occupied most of my attention for the next few days, because with my own eyes I could see her shame in the rags she hid beneath, and on the one occasion the hooded man returned, I heard the fearful screams of rage and lust. And pain. They brought a human along that time, bound and struggling on the way in, a corpse on the way back, his brains exploded through his ears.

For a while I had told myself that the Grotesque was beginning to stand more erect, and her voice less strained on the few occasions she deigned to speak with me. Yet she accepted her injections every three hours and allowed herself be led away by the hooded man without protest, although the pleading soon began. I had thought better of Silverberg. I hoped she would act, but she had done nothing.

As time stretched on, even a nightmare existence like this began to settle into a routine; familiar rhythms lulling my mind into a stupor. Only the growing hunger pangs suggested this could not go on forever.

And then, four days after the Pavnix threw me down here, the plumbing in my cell began to rattle.

Despite all the threats hanging over me, they weren’t immediate enough to grip me. I was bored, and you can tell how bored because I placed my ear to the tiles above the sink recessed into the wall and speculated as to the source of the noise.

It didn’t come from my cell – I was getting an echo from a noise originating elsewhere. Probably a water pump rattling an air bubble against the pipes, but the bang… bang… rattle in the pipes seemed to be trying to tell me something. Or perhaps the sounds were only in my head.

Am I mad? I asked my ghosts.

Do you really need to ask? Bahati shot back. Sorry, NJ. Let me correct and finish your thought for you. Are we mad or are we hearing a pattern?

I’ll rephrase, I said with a grin. Am I imagining a pattern because I want to hear one? My gut says there is meaning in the noise, but I’ve listened and it’s not any kind of code. It’s just noise.

Trust your gut, Bahati told me.

And your friends, added Sanaa. We will listen together.

So we did. As I settled into deep contemplation of rattling pipework, my consciousness expanded. It was freaky. It was something new, and although it reminded me of my mental linking with Silky, this was all me.

Over the past last year or so, I had begun to absorb the knowledge and abilities of my former comrades who had merged with their combat AIs in death and been reborn as ghosts in my spine. I could call upon their expertise as naturally as if it had been my own.

This was different. I was budding, my mind growing into a tight network, multiple nodes in an enlarged consciousness. I hadn’t granted my ghosts independence and yet that is what occurred.

It scared the pants off me. Whoever listened to those waterworks was not me. It was a bigger, brasher group mind that used the corridors of my brain but in which I was not dominant.

Thus was the newest and highest form of human evolution born, meditating on toilet plumbing.

Never mind that metaphysical drent, though. The important point is that we corrected myself.

On my own I had listened and found just noise. The ghosts had done no better. But together as this gestalt mind, we discerned a pattern deliberately hidden inside random noise, a message in Short Pulse Code.

Armed with my new super brain, I took a massive leap of speculation and guessed the message was for me.

It said: “NJ… NJ… NJ…”


—  CHAPTER 20  —

Are you hurt? I tapped.

No.

Fed?

Yes. You?

No, I replied. Except I didn’t. Not exactly. I hid short bursts of code inside my best imitation of a faulty water pump. I rested my arm for a moment before seeking a better angle to stretch down behind the toilet and knock on the waste outlet. This wasn’t easy.

Have they threatened you? I asked, presumably of Silky.

When the reply didn’t come immediately, my pulse started racing, and my head filled with memories of the Grotesque’s torture. Only in this version, I heard Silky’s screams.

Don’t be upset… She began in the agonizingly slow mode of communication.

Don’t get upset? Really? My nightmare vision played fast and faster, screaming ever louder as I waited in trepidation for Silky to finish.

… But I think they have picked you as the weak one.

The vision popped. No, I’m strong, I tapped angrily, my body sweating and shaking.

Using me to play psych games in your head.

She paused to give me a chance to reply, but frankly I thought we’d said more than enough.

It’s what I would do, she added. Unhelpfully.

Stay strong, I tapped. Tell them nothing.

You neither.

I thought of Caccamo and his secret spy shed, and fretted about the critical intelligence Silky might reveal because she didn’t understand its value. I looked down at the tiles I’d unscrewed from the wall of my cell with my hands down the back of the toilet. This was not what the manuals call “secure comms”.

But I had to let her know enough of Caccamo’s mission that she didn’t feed information she thought was worthless.

Not just R Squad, I tapped. Don’t tell +anything+.

Roger.

Now the important stuff was out the way, I was consumed by the need to tell her how good I felt to hear from her. Silky was disrespectful, annoying, and looked like oversized fish bait, but I missed her anyway.

Too bad. They would inject the Grotesque in about fifteen minutes. Talk later, I tapped.

Copy that.

I brought my arm back out of the toilet, meaning to replace the tiles, but I hesitated. I needed to say goodbye properly, but what should I say? “Out”, “take care”, “I feel so much better to hear you’re okay”? “Love you”?

Nothing sounded right, and I was wasting time. So I said nothing and instead replaced the tiles on the access panel. I was about to curl up on the floor and feign sleep when I noticed the Grotesque gripping the bars of her cage so hard that her knuckles were white. From inside the darkness of her hood she’d watched and heard everything.

I expected her to turn her back on me but her hand seemed glued to the bars. Sounds impossible, but I swore she had bent those bars outward a fraction. I was a Marine. My arms were bigger than her thighs and I was engineered for bursts of extreme and brutal strength. I’d not budged my bars a nanometer when I tried.


—  CHAPTER 21  —

There was no escaping the gaze of the Grotesque.

Since establishing pipe comms with Silky the day before, I had talked with her as often as I dared. And every time I finished, when I looked behind I would always see the Grotesque gripping her bars and staring at me so intensely that even when I shut my eyes and looked away, I could still feel her gaze burning into me.

I hope the police come for you early, I thought as I faced the glare of her scrutiny after finishing my latest pipe conversation. I immediately felt crushing guilt to wish such a wicked thing.

“You are not culpable,” I told her.

“I know that, NJ. You don’t have to tell me.”

I felt a chill spread over my body. “How do you know my name?”

“I’m bandaged and caged but not deaf. The pipes make for an impressive communication network that spreads throughout the building. I could hear your wife calling you for a day before you finally heard her.”

“Oh.”

“I find your simpering sympathy for me to be unendurable, and to come from a low specimen such as you is simply humiliating. Furthermore, the infernal racket you make on those wretched pipes would be annoying enough, but it is excruciating to hear you and your wife beat out your inability to acknowledge let alone express your feelings for each other.”

“Madam, you are a turd-wrangling, snooty, sneering skangat. In any other circumstance I would tell you to go vulley yourself. But you deserve better than what that veck in the hood does to you. Do you know who he is?”

“That knowledge is dangerous. It could get you killed quickly.”

“I doubt it would be quick enough to make a difference,” I replied grimly. “I’m not betting on great life expectancy here.”

She laughed, an inhuman laugh that was wet and low. “That’s very true. No, NJ, I don’t know the identity of that veck in the hood, although I have my suspicions. I will tell you this much. He never speaks and my eyes are always covered before he turns on the lights. He is a man who does not wish to be recognized. I do know that I am here for his sadistic pleasure. I am the Grotesque, and that is his name for me. I am made to perform.” She choked that last word.

“I’ll make him pay,” I told her.

I waited while she struggled to control her rage enough to reply. “Add his unknown name to your list, eh?”

“I shall.”

It probably sounds like hopeless bravado, coming from a man incarcerated in a cell for special cases, but I meant every word. Whoever the sadist was, he was a dead man.


—  CHAPTER 22  —

They came for the Grotesque later that day, or maybe it was tomorrow. The ceaseless light had driven out the natural rhythm of life. Once, I had timers in my head that could calculate the passage of time to the millisecond, but they had been blown out at the same time as my original eyes.

Now the light was only interrupted by sudden darkness and frantic terror.

The party arrived, cloaked as ever in absolute darkness. They clearly had no idea my highly rated artificial eyes could probably see better in the darkness than they could through their heavy night-vision goggles. I acted blind and panicked, which wasn’t hard to do.

The police officers trusted to the darkness, but the man whose sick tastes they indulged wore his usual additional protection of a heavy cowl, and though I tried to glance into its depths, he kept his head down.

Something about him looked familiar.

I nearly laughed when I realized what that was. He held himself like a soldier, and the city was filled with soldiers.

Even so, that gave me an idea.

I poured myself back into my memory of the Fifth Battle of Tallerman. Along with the rest of the company, I’d railed against Captain Gyngolcin’s insistence that half my battery should be deployed at any one time. The constant breaking down and re-assembly of the heavy weapons was exhausting and slow. All the more painful when every instinct screamed at us to press ahead and engage the enemy tightening the noose around the 53rd Tallerman Division.

I hated the Jotuns in our regiment – Gyngolcin, more than most – but they made effective officers.

I vividly remembered the moment when she had been proved right.

“Sir! Inbound Hardit fighters,” I shouted into the darkness of my cell with the urgency that comes from knowing death could be only seconds away. “Two squadrons. Dukas fighter-bombers. GX-battery acquiring targets now.”

I was acting out an incident from my own memory, but I’d guess that the hooded man was haunted by similar nightmares.

I was right. Scrambling to take in the sudden change to the tactical situation, he looked me straight in the face.

Confusion was written there, but so too was a distinctive scarring pattern that glowed like fireworks bursting over his left eye and radiating over his cheek. The last time I had seen that face, it had been glaring out the big viewscreen in the Slaughterhouse bullpen.

This was Philamon Dutch, the mayor of Port Zahir!

I saw the mayor’s lips move as he cursed me silently.

“Frakking moron,” mumbled a woman’s voice in my head.

It was Tech Specialist Zawditu Sy, and I hadn’t heard from her in years. Her reappearance must be the fallout from the group mind episode. 

Moron? That’s a fine hello, I said internally. But it’s good to hear from you, Zawditu.

I felt her pause, confused, before she explained, No you, drellock. That’s what the mayor said. I can lip read.

I never knew. Guess I was still shaking out my ghosts’ abilities.

Zawditu, get your frakking head together, said Sanaa. What else did the veck say?

Oh, yes. Let me see… ‘I wonder how you’ll babble when you hear your wife’s screams as I torture her in front of your face? It’ll be your turn soon enough, chodwit.’ Oh… that’s bad, isn’t it?

I dropped to my knees. Yes, it was frakking bad.

Horrid fascination made me look up and watch the mayor and his debased police stooges escort the Grotesque to her secret hell. My heart plummeted into freefall when I thought through the implication of there being no additional victim this time. The mayor’s silent words took on new and hellish dimensions. He had no need for a cheap life to snuff out today, because this was the final time the mayor would indulge himself with the Grotesque. It would be the misshapen woman’s corpse that would be paraded in front of my cell in a short while.

And tomorrow or the day after, it would be Silky’s screams ringing in my head.

What made it so much worse was that my eyes had seen the mayor. Seen the silent threats on his lips. Watched the sick torture detail disappear into the secret room.

All stored in time-stamped and tamper-proof sections of my mind.

In theory you could plug me into an evidence recorder and dump out enough incriminating evidence to bring the mayor to justice.

Tears of frustration wetted my eyes. Only my short-term memory still functioned. Within an hour all that evidence would flush away, leaving a residue of worthless hearsay.

The mayor had no idea I’d identified him. And I couldn’t do a damn thing with that knowledge.

I spun improbable scenarios through my head about how I could use what I’d seen, but even with my ghosts helping, nothing workable emerged.

I could imagine how the scenarios would play out, even if I could attract the attention of the guards after the mayor had left.

“Thank heavens, police officer,” I would say. “I need you.”

“How can I help, sir?”

“Please, officer. I have memory evidence I need to give you.”

“Very good, sir. Who is the accused?”

“The Mayor of Port Zahir.”

“Right you are, sir. We will take your evidence and see justice is done. Come with me and don’t be alarmed if you see a large officer with a garrote, or a looped belt hanging from the overhead. It all for your personal protection, sir.”

Mader zagh! This was sheer torture.

Then from the secret room the screams began, and my frustration seemed utterly trivial.


—  CHAPTER 23  —

I had shut down my eyes and was burrowing through my head to find a deep enough bunker to shelter from the world, when the screams outside reached down inside and slapped me around until someone in my head paid them proper attention.

It was Zawditu Sy who voiced the question: Who’s screaming?

The screams were mostly being wrung from male throats. The cries were coming from the police officers guarding the Grotesque!

I looked.

The door to the secret room was open to a blur of movement and death. Before I could track the action, it was already over. The Grotesque crouched over the corpses of the guards, her body twisted and compressed, like a powerfully coiled spring ready to unleash with devastating effect. Triumphant. Proud. Bestial. Was she an alien? No human I’d ever known stood like that.

One other figure faced her, fringed with an inexplicable outline in my IR vision. The mayor, I thought. Was the Grotesque keeping him alive for her revenge?

She raised a captured pistol and shot him, three kinetic rounds straight at his heart.

When the rounds hit his aura, they slowed so much that when they kissed his clothing they fell harmlessly to the floor.

Personal force shield. I’d known friends in units equipped with these portable devices. However, they were unstable, and when one failed, the resulting chain reaction made a nuclear missile seem as dangerous as a feather duster.

I guess that was a risk the mayor was willing to take. While the Grotesque carefully laid down her pistol and searched the heap of bodies for an alternative weapon, he fled.

The mayor was passing my cage when the Grotesque unloaded a plasma pistol’s full charge into him.

I was close enough that I should have been incinerated in the backwash of superheated air. All I felt was a warm breeze, and saw such a searing explosion in infrared that my eyes overloaded.

By the time they had rebooted, the mayor had gone, and the Grotesque was standing outside of my cage, regarding me.

Other than her still-hooded face, she was naked and that left her fearsome power unmuted. I fought to pull my gaze away, but the power flooding from her made the air hum in supplication to this demi-goddess, and drew me in like a moth to a fusion grenade. She was both hideously ugly and divinely beautiful, and simultaneously beyond such pitifully corporeal comparisons. My mortal attempts to look away were ludicrous, but I’m a stubborn bastard and tried regardless. And failed.

I shall not kill you today, NJ.

Holy Horden’s hindquarters. She had made no sound. She was communicating through telepathy.

My skin itched, my body stinging. I couldn’t tell whether the pain was my imagination, real, or something the Grotesque made me feel. I’d been hacked. I was a mortal play doll for a goddess.

“Indeed you are,” she said, mercifully using her speaking voice now. I thought she hesitated, but my brain was throbbing so wildly in her presence that I couldn’t be sure of anything.

“Your ghosts as you call them – they serve you well. You are not easily controlled for a human. Good for you. But I perceive what you have done for me. You and that policewoman, Rachel Silverberg. I shall spare you two. And, of course, your spouse, the mystery Kurlei. Even a goddess can be grateful when it suits her.”

She left, her bare feet padding quietly and unhurried along the floor.

“They are honest mostly,” I called after her. “The police, I mean. Plus, the city needs them more than ever. Spare them. Please.”

She laughed, an inhuman sound like icy water, black with disease, that sucked the air from my lungs.

I couldn’t breathe until I felt her presence had truly gone, the locked blast door out into the station house delaying her passage for only a few seconds.

I’d met the human Bishop of Port Zahir, and the Jotun regimental chaplain who I’d demoted seconds ago to rank as the second most fearsome being I’d ever encountered. But despite the admonitions of these priests, I’d almost never sought divine intervention.

I did then. I prayed for the souls of the police officers who’d arrested me, even that Pavnix captain.

I soon stopped, berating myself for thinking too small. I prayed instead for everyone in Port Zahir, because if the Grotesque was abroad in the city, cloaked in her mantle of divine rage, then its citizens would need help from every quarter.


—  CHAPTER 24  —

Ten minutes later, Silverberg freed me.

“You look surprisingly calm,” she told me as she unlocked my cage. “Did you not hear me? I’ve authorized releases for both of you. Sooner or later you’ll be rearrested, but right now everyone’s a little preoccupied. Wake up and disappear before they remember you.”

“I’m not calm. Numb. The Grotesque. What happened? Are many dead?”

She peered at me. “Dead? There’s a mad panic and my commanding officer has had whatever passes for a Parvnix ass handed back to ser. The station house up top has been reduced to a heap of rubble, and there are plenty of injured officers but none seriously. No one dead, except… that gang of officers whose injections I switched for a placebo have vanished. Are they dead, NJ?”

I didn’t reply. I was too busy mouthing silent thanks to the heavens, but I soon shifted to more practical matters.

“What about the state of emergency?” I asked as I walked out of the cage. “Can’t K’Zoh-Zhan walk up to me and shoot me?”

“Is that what sie told you? It’s not a full state of emergency,” she said but her voice lacked conviction. “It’s more a legal bending of the rules so the mayor can get what he wants more easily.”

I halted, remembering the nightmare of seeing the mayor getting what he wanted from the Grotesque.

Stupid! Stupid! Why hadn’t I thought of this before? The fact I was there to hear the Grotesque’s screams had to mean the mayor wanted me too.

“Right from the start, I was never meant to leave the station house alive, was I?” I said in accusation. “Nor was Silky.”

“Perhaps,” Silverberg replied unconvincingly.

“And if the mayor can bend the law to get what he wants, he can always bend it more to get us back. Rachel, this suppression of rights isn’t over. It’s barely begun.”

Silverberg went pale. “Don’t get stupid ideas. Stay safe, NJ. Run far away. That’s the best way you can help now.”

Mader Zagh! I grabbed her shoulders in my excitement. “But we can stop this, Silverberg. I can. I have evidence.”

She frowned, prying away my grip. “Let’s be very clear before you get us all killed. Precisely whom are you accusing and of what?”

My ghosts were screaming to keep my mouth shut. Someone – no, many someones – had let the mayor abuse the Grotesque inside the station house. This was the last place on the planet for me to deliver evidence about the abuser. Hell, Silverberg didn’t even know about the corpses heaped up not thirty feet away in the secret room. Not yet. And if I told her, it would delay my exit long enough for the mayor’s people to twist the facts and pin the deaths of the officers on me.

I banged the nearest cage. Dammit! “Where’s Silky?”

“Next floor up. We’re going there now.”

Mention of Silky must have affected my brain, because I thought before I acted. “Make sure Silky gets me back to the Slaughterhouse,” I told Silverberg, and then fell into her arms.


—  CHAPTER 25  —

I like to think I was too heavy for Silverberg, that I knocked her over and crushed some of the arrogance out of police lieutenant. But the truth is, I don’t know what I did.

I’ve been known on occasion to push myself so far beyond the limit of endurance that my body gives up and shuts down.

All right, I’ll be honest. Swooning like a little girl happens so often to retired Marines that it’s a sore point we don’t often talk about. We’re designed to live, breathe, and fight with our intimate buddies – our combat AIs. When serving personnel talk about Marines, listen carefully and you’ll realize they’re referring to the meat part and AI as a single individual; that’s how close we are. As fatigue cuts in, the human part of the Marine makes progressively worse decisions, and so the AI part takes more control. It’s just common sense. In extreme cases, the AI can switch off its human partner to prevent them killing themselves from overexertion. In other cases, it can do the opposite: the AI working its partner to death if doing so fulfils legitimate orders.

But when you retire from the Legion, they take your AI partner away, and several bodily systems that relied on that AI go haywire as a result.

So this wasn’t swooning, okay? And it wasn’t exhaustion either. I collapsed into Rachel Silverberg’s arms as an act of calculated revenge against the sadistic, bastard mayor.

If I could copy my memory of seeing inside the mayor’s hood and seeing the shock on his disgusting face, then that would be admissible as evidence. But within about twenty minutes it would be recycled, and then if I accused the mayor it would be my word against his, and that would never end well.

The answer was simple in theory. If I stopped having new memories, the buffer would last longer before being recycled. In the months before I first met Silky, I had been experiencing lengthy blackouts; sometimes weeks would go past during which I would remember nothing. And that’s what I did now. I told Sanaa she was in charge, then went AWOL.

I didn’t explain what I wanted of Sanaa. Didn’t have time. I didn’t need to. Sanaa was my life partner, and even as a digital echo, I trusted her with my life.

Whether all that falling into Rachel’s arms was really necessary, or Sanaa’s idea of a joke, I’ll never be sure. Sanaa swore after the event that it took a moment to take control of my body, but I could hear the teasing in her words. I wouldn’t hesitate to trust Sanaa with my life, but even after death my first wife was the most annoying person in the galaxy.


—  CHAPTER 26  —

I didn’t know where I was. Or what I did. I still don’t.

It wasn’t like going on vacation and not recognizing your surroundings – I was AWOL. No memories means just that.

All I know is that Silverberg passed me onto Silky, and with Sanaa seizing the pilot’s seat in my mind, the two of us left the station house unhindered and headed back to Revenge Squad HQ.

The first memory I did have was a vague sense of unease that quickly grew into a promise of violence that I couldn’t ignore. I heard the metaphorical bellow of distant guns, which felt okay because I was marching toward them.

I’d spent the last year trying to make NJ McCall of Revenge Squad a different person, better suited to this new life than Sergeant Ndeki Joshua of the 801st Muleheads. Some things, though, are hardwired into my design.

I can’t run from a fight.

I opened my eyes and found myself crouched in the street watching Silky peer out from behind a car parked up on… it looked like Langbian Avenue, a road on the border between human and Littorane districts that boasted restaurants with a fantastic fusion of cuisines.

I shut my eyes and tried to close down my mind.

The more details I took in, the faster my evidence would flush away.

But there was fighting going on – a baying mob jeering every time they landed a blow on their victims.

My muscles itched to be unleashed.

“What’s happening?” I whispered.

Silky came close. “Go back inside your head,” she said in her gentle singsong voice. “There is an obstacle. We shall retreat and take a different route. Sanaa explained what you’re doing. Leave this to us.”

“Who’s getting the kicking?”

Silky pushed her kesah-kihisia against my forehead and sent me calming thoughts. “They are only aliens. Not your problem.”

I tried to fold myself back inside my mind. I had to. If the mayor took out Revenge Squad, he’d strip away Silky’s refuge. She needed my evidence.

“Are they badly hurt?” I asked, wincing because I couldn’t afford to ask, think, see or do anything.

“No. But they are disabled, and the human violence is escalating. I think the aliens will be killed.”

I opened my eyes again. Silky was gazing at me from her black eyes, looking so trusting, but I’d let her down again. I brushed her kesah-kihisia with my fingers.

“But… they are only aliens,” she said. I didn’t like what the confusion in her voice said about me.

“I’m sorry,” I told her. “I can’t walk on by.”

“I know,” she said. And kissed me. “Use this line of cars as cover to work your way around their flank. Then wait for my signal.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

I didn’t like spitting up, but she’d served as a special ops officer in the war. Me, I’d commanded a squad in full battle armor with enough firepower to turn these thugs into chum in under a second. I guessed this was more her kind of fight.

I crept along the line of closely parked cars as quietly as my big feet would go, listening in as I went. The baying mob was incoherent, the taunts and jeers drifting into a Port Zahiran patois I couldn’t follow, but it was unmistakably human.

To kick a man when he’s down is a hateful sport, but there was plenty of hate to go around that day on Langbian Avenue. In the few multi-word sentences uttered by the mob, they made clear that their hatred was of humans for Littoranes.

An example was going to be made. A lesson taught. Frennan had spoken of severed human heads wrapped in seaweed. This was going to end badly for the aliens.

Yet as I listened to the crowd, I found the sentiment sickening, but nonetheless encouraging. The mob was justifying its actions to itself, and that meant it still harbored doubts. Silky and I were going to turn this one-sided entertainment into a battle. Fighters who doubted could be beaten easily.

At least, when the two sides were otherwise evenly matched they could. There was an entire mob out there.

As I drew close to the commotion, I risked a glimpse through the windows of a blue sports car, committing the sight to my short-term memory so I could analyze it as I pressed on.

Anything I could have used as evidence against the mayor was wiped out in the process.

Langbian Avenue ran north-south, and on this day of the week would normally allow southbound traffic only. The road ahead was blockaded with a line of pickup trucks. Facing out from the trucks were big men with folded arms bulging with muscles decorated with military ink. So far, this sight was subduing the snarl of angry motorists building up to the north.

At night, the street pulsed in every spectrum with food bars, flesh and data shacks, night pods and data runners, but now the place appeared deserted, every door closed and shuttered. Many windows were also barred or boarded-up, scars set into scorched façades wounded in the recent riots. Away from the road it looked as if the inhabitants had fled, but I wasn’t so sure. I felt hidden eyes in my back but could do nothing but hope that the rabble on the road was as unruly as it appeared, and hadn’t posted snipers in the windows that looked out over the street.

To the south of the blockade congregated a crowd of humans, spectators cheering on the entertainment. Two Littoranes were on the road, their pitiful twitching no difficulty for the men and women holding onto their tails, so that the punishment team could show off their martial prowess by raining down punches, kicks, and the thudding impacts of crude wooden clubs set with nails. One attacker was flailing a defenseless alien with the buckle of his belt that raised a spray of blood every time it flew into the victim’s flesh, bringing cheers from the onlookers.

The mob might have its doubters, but I was sure that if we didn’t intervene, the Littoranes would end this day as a bloody pulp smeared across the avenue, identifiable only by genetic samples.

I counted six men raining down blows, six more pinning down the Littoranes, four enforcing the blockade and a crowd of another twenty-five.

For a moment, I wondered what the hell I was doing to go up against these odds on behalf of strangers. Alien strangers. I do not like aliens, and if you’d lived my life you would feel the same. I make exception for a few individuals – obviously – but for the Legion to dump different species together on Klin-Tula and expect them to manage the planet peacefully was madness. But mob execution was an even fouler obscenity. Had those frakkers forgotten we’d fought a war to stop this kind of thing?

I hesitated, waiting for my ghosts to chime in, as they did when I was about to do something supremely dumb. Silence. Balance. They kept quiet and did whatever the hell it was they did to keep my mind and body ticking over efficiently without complaint.

I took a deep breath and calmed my mind. I already knew what I was going to do.

The humans had aligned themselves with the road axis. The stars of the punishment beatings faced north, displaying to the south-facing crowd.

As Silky had seen, this meant they presented flanks. I took up position on the eastern sidewalk, close enough to the Littoranes to smell the blood on the road and hear the bubbling in their alien lungs.

Silky was somewhere out of sight on the opposite sidewalk. I prayed for her to make her move soon, or we would be too late.

——

I focused every sense onto the line of parked cars directly opposite me, waiting for Silky to jump out.

I hadn’t expected her to emerge as far north as she did, driving a wedge between the beatings and the watching crowd.

And I definitely hadn’t expected the mode of her entrance.

If that had been me, and I had been properly attired for battle in combat armor, I’d have de-stealthed and walked out over the top of the car, flattening it in a whine of my exoskeleton’s amplified muscle and the comforting odors of vaporized lubricant and exhaust fumes. Then I would have shouted at the mob loud enough to blow their ear drums.

Silky was clad in something less aggressive. She sauntered into view, swaying her hips, all pouting lips and sexy challenge on her pretty face. She’d even reprogrammed her shirt to open at the top, revealing enough smooth flesh to make my gaze want to follow the feminine contours as they swelled beneath the fabric.

At any rate, that was the effect Silky had on me.

But I had to admit that despite her expert mimicry of human sexually provocative behavior, too many details jarred. The skin she bared bore too many similarities to the Littorane victims, and the collar bones on display were flatter than a human’s, and angled back like glacis armor.

But… I was overthinking. Unlikely as it seemed, Silky was sexy as hell, and the crowd showering her with catcalls and obscene gestures obviously knew it.

Everyone there was looking at Silky. Talk about a diversion!

I edged around the front of the car shielding me, and readied to spring at the mob… and was immediately spotted.

The bigger Littorane caught my eye just long enough to make sure I knew he’d seen me, and then looked up at one of the women pinning down his tail. “Wait!” his translator speaker shouted in a male voice.

She laughed and spat in his face, but I didn’t think the alien had been talking to her.

I melted back into cover with a new respect for the Littoranes.

I’d spotted old weals on the base of their necks. Nothing to do with their beating; these were old marks, the telltale sign of a life spent wearing a combat helmet.

They might be aliens, but they were also Marines. Like me.

I’d grown up a slave soldier of the Empire, knowing that Imperial Marines who were lost, sick, old, or simply surplus to requirements were abandoned or killed, but the rumor had spread like a virus that the Human Legion we’d been ordered to fight had a saying: no Marine left behind.

Turned out they meant it too.

Well, so did I.

“Why don’t you pick on someone your own size?” I heard Silky say. “Or aren’t you man enough for that?”

I risked a look out from cover. Silky was standing with a hand on an outthrust hip in front of the largest beater, a bearded man-mountain with lightning tattoos shooting out of his eyes.

“I’m man enough for you, slug face,” said lightning eyes. “You’ll soon learn that, girl.”

“Really?” Silky raised an eye ridge. “I’ve heard the human mating prong is a ridiculously inadequate organ.”

A gale of laughter blew out of one of the women, who walked over from the crowd of spectators. “I don’t know who this alien bint is,” she said, “but she definitely knows you, Malcolm.”

The mostly female laughter from the crowd shrank the men back into themselves, but I knew they would soon came back angrier.

“Mind you,” Silky addressed the woman, “human females are notorious the galaxy over for ugly faces like stretched worms, and their scent of stale feces.”

The human woman smiled and shook her head. “Gotta work a lot harder on your insults, fish-face. Hold her arms, Malc.” She brandished her fists making sure the chunky rings adorning her fingers were on prominent display. “I’m going to soften her up a little before you have your fun.”

Come on, Silky. I desperately wanted the Sarge to tell me to get my ass in gear and move out, but I listened to his silence and waited.

Silky helped. She didn’t just look defiant, her kesah-kihisia radiated martial confidence. Just as well – I’d have intervened otherwise. Timing was everything, and she had said something about a signal…

I gasped as a sudden burst of disgust slapped me in the gut. It was like swimming in fresh vomit while licking the guts out of a half-rotted corpse. And the psychic blast Silky had just sent hadn’t even been directed at me. The mob would be getting this on eleven, but I didn’t wait around to see.

I yelled, “For freedom!” and rushed out into the street.

——

Silky was bent over with hands on knees – that psychic blast must have drained her – but the shock of my noisy arrival at the mob’s rear won her a few seconds to recover. That was all she needed. Even before I could swing my fist at the closest thug, she had transformed into a whirlwind of deadly motion that lashed out kicks, sweeps, strikes, and punches to temples, hamstrings and knees, never committing herself to one position long enough for her opponents to pin her. If they did, their weight and numbers would rapidly overwhelm her.

Our enemies were armed with knuckle dusters, knives, and metal bars. I went for the only person I saw armed with a gun, grabbing his hair and smashing his face down onto my fist. I grabbed the pistol while he was stunned, but before I could do anything else a second man came at me and knocked the gun from me. I swept his legs from under him and punched him on the way down.

With the mob under attack from each flank, the Littoranes sprang to life. The first I knew of it was the cries of the humans pinning them down as the aliens flung them high into the air. The aliens emerged bloodied but defiant.

I whooped. This was a crazy, chaotic melee and I was good at brawling. Just so long as the enemy weren’t armed…

But then I saw another one with a pistol. He was aiming at Silky who was grappling with the woman wearing the heavy rings. The armed man was waiting to get a clear shot.

I ignored the maelstrom around me and took careful aim at his head with my own pistol. I tried but could not pull the trigger. Maybe it was for the best, but I was gonna have to do something real soon about my messed-up brain. My mind might be broken, but the pistol was well made with a good heft. I threw it at the armed man and it cracked open his skull. He staggered for a second before one of the Littoranes swept its tail around in a wide arc and smacked into the back of his knees with the distinctive soft snap of crunching bone. I didn’t think he would ever walk again.

The fighting reached a natural lull as each side squared off to take their measure of the other. We had waded into a mob of about forty, and half of them were out of action. Plus we had both the guns now.

But we were tired and hurt, and the picket line scaring off the traffic were now reinforcing the mob.

“What was your unit?” asked the larger Littorane.

It took me a moment to realize the alien was talking to me. I regarded it a moment. Like many of its kind, its clothing was a harness to which were attached interlocking decorative scales made from the kind of rubbery plastic you’d expect in a shower room. His clothing had ripped away in the assault to reveal a lattice of old scars. This old warrior had seen plenty of action.

“801st Assault,” I replied.

“You mean the Mulehead Marines?”

“Uh-huh,” I agreed, astonished.

The mob was hurling threats and taunts our way, psyching themselves up to attack. I ignored them. An alien who knew about the Muleheads… that was far more interesting.

“You Muleheads were our flank guards at the Third Battle of Khallini.”

I remembered the boarding action against the enemy flagship like it was yesterday. My unit had guarded the breach points while the Littoranes carried the assault. “You were in the 43rd Serenity Brigade?” I asked.

“I was. In the Marine Engineers. I wish you to know my name, Marine. I am K’Teene Schaek. The junior is K’Teene Schaek-Luelmas. It is an honor to meet you.”

“Will you two elderly soldiers stop your love-in?” growled Silky.

“I concur with the alien,” said Luelmas.

“You with her?” asked Schaek.

“Married.”

“Tasty. Interesting potential.”

What the…? I had no idea how to interpret that comment, but didn’t have time to care because the enemy we faced had remembered how to be more than a mob, and was sending out feelers to encircle us.

“Shoot them,” said Silky and Luelmas, looking pointedly at the pistols Schaek and I carried.

“No. We must resist killing,” said Schaek. “These humans are fearful. Did you not listen to them? They attack us in revenge for Littorane attacks on their own people.”

“But who would attack humans?” queried Luelmas.

“Individuals who follow an agenda,” said Schaek.

“I’m with the big fish,” I said. “Whoever’s behind this, let’s not gift them martyrs. Break bones but do not kill.”

“Very well,” said Silky, “but hand me your pistol, NJ.”

“We have allowed them to encircle us,” observed Luelmas.

“No.” I grinned as I surrendered the weapon I could not fire. “We’ve allowed them to detach their best fighters from the main group. Our escape route is straight through the middle of what’s left.”

“I’m with the ugly ape-man,” said Schaek. “On my mark. Three… Two… One…”

“For freedom!” we all shouted at the top of our lungs.

With the Legion’s battle cry tasting sweet on our lips, we rushed the center of the mob.


—  CHAPTER 27  —

Battered, angry, but fired up with the desire to regroup and fight back against the mayor and everything the frakking city had been throwing at me, when Samuel moved out of a side street to intercept our party three blocks away from the Slaughterhouse, I would have smashed his head in if Silky hadn’t interposed her body and her sense of calm.

“Easy, NJ,” said Samuel. “The boss was worried… Your friendly cop said you should’ve been back hours ago. He sent me ahead to meet you.”

He regarded my two unwanted Littorane companions, who had cost me my evidence. “Are they friends?” he asked, sounding like he’d already made up his mind on that point.

“K’Teene Schaek, and K’Teene Schaek-Luelmas are our guests,” Silky answered, “until I say it’s safe for them to return home.”

“Yes, ma’am.” Samuel didn’t make an effort to sound gracious. He was an associate, a lower Revenge Squad pay grade than agent, who was currently assigned to Section ‘B’. A data analyst and keyboard wrangler, or some such.

Samuel was highly principled, and his principle was to distrust aliens.

So I was surprised when he offered to help our Littoranes. “You’re hurt. Do you require medical assistance?”

The aliens politely declined, but tagged along as Samuel escorted us back, explaining along the way that Section ‘C’ had been formally dispersed and most of the other two sections and HQ staff had also been ordered by Caccamo to go to ground.

I didn’t like this. Revenge Squad was being far too passive.

Caccamo was waiting for us beyond the threshold of the Slaughterhouse’s main doorway with our Littorane agents: Qyn and Siyuk. The way he hung back inside made me think new hidden security measures were in place.

He gave me a wink, but greeted the Littoranes first, bowing deeply from the waist. The Littoranes pivoted their torsos up to the centaur position, and then bowed in turn.

“I offer sanctuary, should you need it,” Caccamo told them. “You are guests here. Not prisoners, nor supplicants. Agents Qyn and Siyuk, please make our guests welcome.”

Qyn sniffed at the two new Littoranes before leading them to where Siyuk waited at the front desk. There they formed a slowly rotating circle of torsos and tails, unbroken except for the occasional lifted head as one would glance from time to time in our direction.

“It’s good to see you safe,” Caccamo told Silky and me, slapping us affectionately on our backs, an act that brought memories of how easily the Old Man could knock me out.

“It looks adorable,” he observed as we watched the circling Littoranes. “Like bounding puppies, aren’t they? It isn’t, though. They’re working out a hierarchy – how they relate to each other. If we interrupt them now, they would kill each other.” The affability vanished and he asked, “Did you tell them anything?”

“No.”

“Good boy. Neither did we. Come, we need to talk.”


—  CHAPTER 28  —

“We think our arrests were intended as a warning to us to cooperate,” said Caccamo in the privacy of Interrogation Room #2. “They kept us locked up overnight and then let us go. I don’t know why you were selected for special treatment, but I’m sure this is about more than the mayor’s ship. He’s gotten a partial state of emergency but I think he wants to push all the way to martial law, and he’s seizing the levers of authority and control to get what he wants. We’re not the illegal vigilantes he makes out, you know. We have had the right of due cause retribution extended for five-year rolling periods since setting up in Hy-Nguay. Not anymore. The mayor’s pushed through a municipal decree stripping us of that authority. We’re now regular civilians, but that hasn’t stopped the police paying a visit every few hours since you were arrested. Day and night. They’ve sealed our armory and taken away our toys.” Caccamo gave me a piercing look. “They took away everything they could find.”

Maybe Caccamo was right about the mayor’s priorities regarding Revenge Squad, but I wasn’t convinced about Silky and myself. I thought the mayor wanted to play with us and then kill us. But I wanted to hear Caccamo’s viewpoint, so I shut up.

“What are our orders?” Silky asked.

“I’m dispersing the team,” he told us. “After this briefing, return to your apartment. Silverberg had you two formally released without charge for now. I do have jobs for you, but the most important task is to keep your heads down.”

“Negative,” I said. “They’ll come for us soon whatever we do. We need to do something. The mayor–”

“Is a problem we need outside help to deal with.”

“He’s a sick bastard. And I have evidence…” I growled in the back of my throat. “Had evidence.”

“Go on.”

I told Caccamo about the torture, Silverberg’s help, and what rescuing the Littoranes had cost us. Everything.

“You might have uncovered the key, NJ. For now, leave it alone. I will deal with this. There are plenty of other matters that need our attention. Not least our comrade, Sel-en-Sek. He’s gotten himself mixed up with very bad people.”

“Sel-en-Sek? You want to distract me with whatever is bugging the old sailor?”

“I’m doing more than it appears,” Caccamo replied in a warning voice. “Trust me.”

“I admire your subtlety, sir. But lacking it, I need to do something more tangible.”

“What exactly?” asked Silky. “We can’t solve every problem with our fists.”

I hated when she was right, but I was damned if I would sit and wait for the grown-ups to sort out my problems. Then I remembered: we weren’t the only ones in the drent. “Sir, could you tell me Lieutenant Rachel Silverberg’s current location?”

Caccamo considered me for a moment. “How could I possibly know that?”

“Because you know everything about everybody. And anything you don’t know you can find out.”

I watched his eyes roll up in his head. They rolled back with an answer. “As of this moment Rachel’s enjoying a pot of mint and tarngrip tea at her favorite coffeehouse.”

“What? All this going on, and she’s having a cup of tea?”

“I suspect it may be connected with the conversation she had with her superior immediately before she set out.” Caccamo cleared his throat and then adopted an impression of a synthetic translator voice. “Get out of my chodding station house and don’t bother returning unless you can remember you are no longer in charge. I believe those were the words spoken by Captain K’Zoh-Zhan immediately before Rachel’s departure.”

“I promise I’ll be as quiet as the stellar wind,” I assured the boss. “No nonsense. No nuisance. I just want a word with her.”

Caccamo folded his arms and regarded the two of us. He didn’t look convinced. “Don’t annoy her. Come back here when you’re done so I can brief you on Sel-en-Sek.” He glanced at a camera image on the wall showing the amphibians circling the front desk. “Hopefully, they’ll be done,” he said wistfully. “I flew an X-boat fighter for two hundred years, but just looking at them makes me dizzy.”

——

Two blocks out from the Slaughterhouse, Silky grabbed the lapels of my jacket and swung me into the doorway of a boarded-up general store, pushing herself against my chest as if wanting a romantic embrace.

She didn’t.

“Talk!” she said. “How the bloody hell did Caccamo know the policewoman’s location?”

“One – you still need work on your cursing, and two–” I paused. The old war hero had entrusted me with the most important secret I’d ever had, but I could sense my ghosts urging me to save time and tell. Silky and I had walked in each other’s minds. We could have no secrets, and Caccamo must have known that. The more I thought about it, the more I decided that it was only the sudden circumstances that had prevented Caccamo from including Silky when he’d told me his secrets about the Cabal.

I studied my wife who was widening her black eyes appealingly, but trying to resemble a cute baby animal wasn’t necessary to get me to talk.

“Silky… I learned something recently. A secret that I swore not to reveal. It’s dangerous to…” Hell, this was like picking my way through a minefield. “It’s dangerous to the… ah, person who, ah…”

Damn Silky’s hide. She said nothing, just looked at me expectantly and trusting out of those big black alien eyes.

I leaned close against Silky, cupping my hands to provide a tunnel of privacy for my words. “Caccamo is a LISTer.”

She nodded. “Figures.”

My eyes bulged. “That’s the biggest secret of my life – the biggest secret any of us will ever hear in any of our lives – and that’s how you react?”

She looked up at me, frowning, and I could feel the contriteness coming off her in waves. “I’m sorry. What was the correct human way to react?”

I laughed. “How the frakk would I know? C’mon, let’s find our favorite blackmailer.”


—  CHAPTER 29  —

Kaduna’s Café was the best place to enjoy a drink and a pastry in the whole of H’Sien Dock. It didn’t have the expensive wooden furnishing and liveried staff of the commercial district, nor did it have the cosmopolitan buzz of the hottest downtown coffeehouses. What it had instead was peace and calm – that is, if you could shut out the noise of the gaibolga gulls and the constant buzz of the harbor.

Besides, it was the only place in the dock we could get pastries. From time to time, it had suited the three of us to use it for a quiet talk. But it wasn’t quiet enough for my liking today – not after the mayor had set his sights so clearly on me. I had to at least try to recruit Silverberg to our cause, and for that I needed to find somewhere free from listening ears.

“Why do you hesitate?” asked Silky. “I wish to communicate with her.”

Her was sitting on the patio with a pot of tea and a cream horn, pretending she hadn’t seen us. Her green Port Zahir PD uniform was pristine, and her gold-trimmed peaked hat showed her reduced status as a lieutenant, but was still worn with immaculate precision.

“It’s like taming an animal,” I explained to Silky, plenty loud enough to be overheard. “You have to get them used to your scent first.”

I edged to within arm’s length of the lieutenant, and hovered like a festering irritation. Annoying the hell out of a potential ally you’re trying to recruit might seem a strange tactic, but as soon as she’d made it clear she didn’t want to see us, I convinced myself that it would be best all round in the long run if I annoyed her. Admittedly, I enjoyed it too. Silverberg had sprung us from jail and saved our lives – true – but she’d been blackmailing us since the day we arrived in Port Zahir. She deserved it.

She managed to get halfway through her tea before she said with a sigh, “I told you to get out of town.”

“I can’t run away,” I replied.

“Not even for her?” She narrowed her eyes at Silky, and for the first time I saw that she didn’t dislike us evenly.

“Why do you hate Silky so much?”

“I have my reasons.”

“Because you’re an intolerant veck who hates non-humans?”

She sniffed the air. “Do I detect a whiff of hypocrisy? Listen, McCall, you tell yourself whatever you need to make yourself go away. I thought I did the right thing in breaking you out. Don’t prove me wrong.”

I sat down next to her, Silky holding back because she had no idea what I was up to. “Frennan told me to remember my duty,” I said. “Well, I’m remembering it now. I don’t understand politics. I’m not even convinced whether Revenge Squad are the good guys, although I know for a fact that Caccamo is. But I do know that the mayor needs to be stopped. We’re not running. And I’m asking for your help.”

“Stirring speech, NJ. All those syllables… very impressive. Now, fuck off!”

“I know you feel the same way we do, Lieutenant. I know the situation is grim, but only if we team up will we give ourselves the best chance for turning futile gestures into effective resistance. Let’s talk.”

“Not listening,” she growled into her teacup. “Can’t help you. Won’t help you. Don’t care.”

“You do care,” I snapped. “That’s why I like you. You’re just as frakked-up as I am in your own way, but in there –” I pointed a finger at her breast – “a heart still beats warm. Still cares. That’s why you’re gonna help.”

She sighed. “No, that’s why I helped you. Ask your alien woman to explain the concept of tenses.”

I grinned, feeling that, for once, I’d scored a point in our verbal sparring. “But, Rachel, I never said you cared about me.”

“Hey!” I called to a waiter cleaning the outside tables.

“Yes, sir?”

“Have you eyes in your head?”

He blinked before setting down his cloth and glaring at me. “Perhaps sir would care to choose a different frakking phrasing?”

“No, we’re good,” I said cheerfully. “Watch this.” I flicked the peak of Silverberg’s hat, which sailed up into the air, where a breeze propelled it over the decking rail and down out of sight to the dockside below.

“You care about the uniform and what it represents,” I explained to Silverberg, whose normally pale face was acquiring plum shades. “Do I need to perform a bodily function in your hat to make the point?”

“Go away,” she shouted in a voice so taut that when it snapped it was likely to sever the heads of anyone nearby.

I looked meaningfully at Silky. “Some help here?”

“What?” she said. I could sense the moment when understanding dawned. “Oh, I see.”

Silky cleared her throat… and then punched Silverberg very hard in the face.


—  CHAPTER 30  —

Silverberg arrested us immediately on one charge of being a public chodding nuisance and another of being criminally annoying. Cuffed and outwardly repentant, we preceded her along the sidewalk.

I began to worry I’d pushed Silverberg too far when she kept telling us that ‘you’re going straight back to jail and this time I’m not busting you out’. But instead of the station house, she took us to Tantor Dock where, in the shadow of an unladen heavy truck, she told us to halt. “Okay, you jokers,” she said. “You got my attention. What the hell do you want?”

“We need to talk,” I told her. “In private.”

“Also,” added Silky, “I enjoyed striking you.” She batted her eyelids at me – where was she learning these gestures? “NJ, can I do it again?”

“Not now, my sweet.”

“I could shoot you for insurrection,” said Silverberg, but she uncuffed us anyway.

“Yeah, yeah. You could,” I said, rubbing at my chafed wrists, “but we all know you won’t. We have evidence. It’s important we give it to someone trustworthy.”

“So you said back at the station house, but you swooned before telling me what it was.”

“I didn’t swoon, I… Oh, never mind. My plan didn’t work. I’m a witness to something vital, but my evidence won’t withstand a pounding in court.”

“Does it concern police corruption?” she whispered.

I nodded.

Silverberg froze, the only movement a twitch building in her eye. Her fierce crust crumbled away… and then reformed. “One thing first,” she said, and then stood nose to nose in front of Silky. I’d never realized they were almost the exact same height and build. “Touch me again, xeno, and I will floor you and you will not get up again.”

“Bring it on, human.”

I threw my hands up in disbelief. The strangest thing was why Silverberg bothered with this face off. She was brave, resourceful, and could put an arm lock on a drunken Marine, but she was not kick-ass dangerous.

Silky was.

“Oh, for pity’s sake,” I said. “You’re not first-year cadets. Lieutenant Silverberg, you are a black-hearted soul who wields terror and blackmail against decent people. We fought a war to free the future from people like you.” I was just venting, really, but Silverberg flinched, my accusation hitting her like a body blow. “We stick with you because beneath your disgusting exterior, I believe you’re a decent woman.”

I turned to my wife. “And as for you, Sylk-Peddembal, you should know better than to hit people we need to be nice to.”

Silky lowered her head a few nanometers. “I’m sorry, NJ.”

“I forgive you.”

Silverberg stepped away from Silky. “You’re an idiot, McCall. The only reason we ever collaborated is because I’ve got a hold over you.”

“Used to have a hold over us,” I told her.

That brought a look of surprise from both of them. “Yeah, really,” I said. “I think your blackmail’s expired, officer. Let’s talk about that too. In private.”

“There’s nowhere safe to talk,” she said miserably. “Officers can’t legally conduct covert surveillance without a warrant, but the rule of law is running a little thin right now. I’m certain my place is being watched. Probably yours is too.”

I looked at Silky with a question in my mind. She smiled back and extended a hand to Silverberg, who shook it warily.

“It’s an honor, Lieutenant,” she said, and the weird thing is I could feel that she meant it. Aliens!

“What is your alien freak doing, McCall? Do I get to hit her now?”

“Negative. When she’s excited, she skips the facts, and goes straight to the emotional heart of whatever she needs to say. What she means is that we are honored for you to be the first guest at our new apartment. Our place has a room decked out in anti-surveillance gear.”

Silverberg shook her head wearily, as if being forced to converse with abject morons. Probably from her point of view, she was. “This had better be good, McCall.”

“Oh, it is,” I replied. “You have no idea.”


—  CHAPTER 31  —

Lieutenant Rachel Silverberg – the former operational commander of Port Zahir Police Department – abruptly halted her explanation and hung her head in her hands. “Explain again why we’re talking here,” she said. “Or better still, tell me it’s all a big fat joke and I’ll gladly shoot myself now.”

I almost felt sorry for her.

The disgraced former captain was recounting her story while sitting on top of our toilet in the apartment I shared with Silky. I was enjoying the spectacle from the empty bath, my hands behind my head resting against the jacket that I’d jammed against the taps.

Silky stopped pacing the stone-tiled floor and allowed the irony in Silverberg’s words to sail over her lumpy head. “The reason we debrief you here,” she tried to explain, “is because our bathroom is a bombproof shelter shielded against surveillance.”

“So you told me. Hence the brutalist architecture and the arsenal you keep beneath the wash basin. What I meant was why am I bothering to tell you my woes?”

“Because it’s better entertainment than the crap they put on the entertainment feed,” I told her.

“Ndeki!” warned Silky and Sanaa simultaneously, which was particularly unnerving because Bahati was egging me on to take the fight to the policewoman and push her suffering to the max.

“Fine,” I said out loud to Bahati’s dismay. “Sorry, my love. My heart’s right with you, but Sanaa sees the bigger picture here, and even Silky does too.”

Silverberg’s interest perked up and she looked at Silky. “Is he faking that,” she asked, “or is he really talking to dead people?”

“Oh, believe it,” the alien replied. “When they reappear, it’s often a sign that he’s unsure of himself, but sometimes they just come out for company. I share him with two late wives and his old squad leader, amongst others. It was strange at first, and then slightly threatening, but I’m now forever grateful that I don’t have to spend all my time watching over him. He is less of a burden that way.”

Silverberg laughed. “You two freaks are perfect for each other.”

“We are,” I countered from the bath tub. “And since you’re being smeared out of the department, we are also the two freaks who want to put you back into favor so that you have the power to do something with the evidence we have against the mayor and your former colleagues – some of whom, as far as we know, are still lying undiscovered in a secret room you say isn’t on the floor plan. We need you. You need us.”

“That’s not how this works,” she replied angrily, getting up off the toilet seat and shuffling a few paces sideways to the airing closet. “Freaks or not, you’re still my bitches. If I die or–” she shrugged – “if I finally tire of you, then I’ll make sure everyone in Port Zahir knows that Silky is a deserter, and we all know how forgiving the Human Legion is about its deserters and those who aid them.”

“Let’s see now,” I said. “The higher ups at Revenge Squad already know Silky’s status. Most notably, that means Holland Philby, the branch director for Tata-West who hates me probably more than anyone else on this planet, and only let us flee to Port Zahir because his exceptionally scary boss put him in time out. Then there’s you, Lieutenant Silverberg. And let us not forget Mrs. Gregory, the gang boss who totes handbags worth more than your annual departmental budget, and hosts a psychotic and indeed psychic parasite. If she doesn’t know Silky’s secret, she definitely knows she’s running from something. The only reason Gregory hasn’t cashed in on that is because she’s still hoping to recruit my wife.”

“And there’s the Pavnix who now leads the revenge agency called Hurt U Back,” said Silky. “The one NJ calls Leaky Veck and who saw inside my head last year.”

I nodded, and then smiled annoyingly at the police officer. “It’s not the best kept secret, is it? Remind me why we’re your bitches.”

Silverberg shrugged. “You two walk on a knife edge, but you balance there nonetheless – for now, at least – because everyone chooses to let you live. Let me change the stakes to convince you of the urgency. If I die or lose my job–” she slapped a hand down on the toilet seat cover. The sound cracked like a pistol shot, but luckily the seat didn’t.

“What you need is a pardon,” she said tilting her head and smiling like an angel. “In theory, there’s nothing for which the governor couldn’t grant a pardon.”

“Can she really do that?” asked Silky with such hope that I planted my face in my hand.

“Of course,” answered the police woman sweetly.

Silky lifted her hands to the low ceiling as if offering a prayer of thanks for her salvation. “Thank you, Lieutenant, for solving our problem. You can’t imagine what a weight off my heart this is. Send for the governor immediately.”

“She’s a politician,” Silverberg sneered, “which means she’s only nice to anyone if she calculates it will win her votes. Why would she grant pardons to barely house-trained, mercenary alien-faggots with severe mental health issues? You’re political contact poison. She won’t want to be seen in the same city block as you unless it’s to parade you…”

I watched with pride as Silverberg’s words failed and the smile slid off her face. For months now, I’d been working hard with Silky to teach her human irony, and by the Fates, she’d crushed it.

Suddenly, my lips parted and I froze, my eyes glazed into a thousand-yard stare. I’m sorry I couldn’t be more dramatic, but that’s the closest I come to squealing in delight and rolling around on the floor, kicking my legs in the air.

Silky heard my inner squeal, of course. I imagine her head tentacles were buzzing with my shock but she allowed herself only a moment of surprise before interrogating Silverberg as if nothing had happened. “Since in saving ourselves, we’re also trying to rescue your overly fleshed, human butt, you should stop wasting everyone’s time with your idiotic talk of pardons. Let us recap. Someone is trying to push you out of the department. We don’t wish that to happen because we need an insider to fight the corruption and murder going on under your nose. They don’t want the formal investigation that comes with bringing a charge against you, or with murdering you, so they are discrediting you by association with your dead lover, Connor, who was a criminal. It is not illegal for a police officer to select a criminal for a mate, but your Pavnix commanding officer considers your behavior to be highly improper.”

“And Captain K’Zoh-Zhan is right to do so,” Silverberg snapped. “I shouldn’t have hooked up with Connor. Shouldn’t have done a lot of the things I’ve done. This is hopeless, McCall. Your pet alien here doesn’t know her humans from her humpback whales. Connor wasn’t my lover anymore. I’d ended it, and that’s what killed him.”

The soundproofing in the armored bathroom brought a starkness to the silence that followed.

I slithered out the bath and sat on its edge. “Rachel,” I said softly, “please tell us about Connor.”

“Why? So you can laugh?”

I held my hands up in surrender. “I apologize. I think you…”

I paused, exploring the weed-choked parts of my mind where I might find the words I needed. While Silky and I had been trying to explore the ways we could ally with honest cops to bring down the mayor, Silverberg had fed us a stream of evasive half-statements about this dead man, Connor – enough for me to know he wasn’t important to our plight. Not directly. But Silverberg had clearly taken the kind of wounds on the inside that could only heal if she talked out her burden. It was not our problem… we didn’t have time to waste on this… I’d only make things worse… but I couldn’t sit back and watch her suffer without doing anything.

Sorry, Bahati. Silverberg needs us now, and we weren’t exactly helping.

“Connor was a minor criminal with nuisance offences,” said Silverberg, watching me like an imp on sensor duty. “Possession of narcotics. Public drunkenness. Brawling.”

“Had he been in the war?” Silky asked.

Silverberg suddenly couldn’t look me in the eye. “Tactical Marine. Spent nearly all his life in space. He used to go to one of the Cheapside bars, get drunk, challenge everyone he met to fight. If no one gave him what he wanted he’d drink himself into the gutter.”

“If I hadn’t caught myself in time,” I said, “with the aid of my friends, then that would have been me too.”

Silverberg looked at me with a painful but direct gaze. Had I done something wrong? The mere sight of me seemed to be hurting her.

I plowed on regardless. “I couldn’t sit still as a farmer. Didn’t work for me. Nor did pushing buttons in an office. It’s not some kind of bravado thing, I was made to fight.”

“Connor couldn’t help himself,” Silverberg shivered. “He was as gentle as a lamb – so loving and kindhearted – but then… he’d switch. In the middle of a sentence, he’d twitch, and whatever his eyes were seeing, it wasn’t me. Then Connor was gone and a combat cyborg was inhabiting his flesh. I’ve seen some scary shit, McCall, but nothing’s freaked me out as much as seeing him transform in front of me.”

“I understand,” I said. “We spent most of our lives high on combat drugs telling us the only purpose to life is to rip it away from anyone we didn’t like the look of. The AIs we grew up and lived with didn’t just feed tactical data to BattleNet, they were a part of us, the sensible part that kept us from going berserker crazy. We were never meant to retire, Rachel. Not my generation. Our AIs were supposed to be with us until the day we died. When they took out our AIs and told us we were now civilians, they were tearing us in two. Why do you think I joined Revenge Squad?”

“Because it’s the best way to keep her safe,” she replied, flicking her head in my wife’s direction.

“Yes…” I admitted. “Well, yes that too. But I would have joined anyway in the end, or something like Revenge Squad. It’s the outlet I need. Your Connor didn’t have that pressure release valve.”

Silverberg looked as if I’d slapped her in the face.

Rachel was trying to be Connor’s outlet, Sanaa explained.

My world narrowed and chilled while I processed Sanaa’s update. Drent!

Silverberg gave a bitter laugh at my reaction. “I guess I’m just as clueless as you, McCall. We understand people when they’re being enemy combatants, criminals, and comrades – but try relating to anyone as just a person and we have no idea.”

“But you tried,” said Silky. “Failure isn’t shameful. Choosing not to try in the first place is what makes a person a coward. Remember why you tried. Maybe that will help you to heal.”

“I met him nine months ago at work,” Silverberg said, adding an ironic laugh. “I arrested him for drunken affray, and fell in love.” She shook her head. “Jeez, there is so much wrong in that. Within hours of releasing him from jail, I’d practically re-imprisoned him in my bed. I knew it could get me fired but I was too loved up to care. You see, usually when you lock someone up for that kind of offense, they spit abuse. Connor wasn’t usual. He was desperate to apologize, to make amends. Then, once he was inside his cell, he said something I’d never heard before. He thanked me for taking him off the street where he could be a danger to others, and he asked for my help. The stupid man melted my heart. I’m sorry, Connor. I’m so sorry.”

I felt a flash of indecision through Silky’s kesah-kihisia and then she advanced on Silverberg. She was about to give the human woman an empathetic embrace – or whatever the proper term for a tentacle hug is – but Silverberg scowled and Silky shrank back.

“I used to think I had courage. I don’t suppose you realize this, McCall, but you Marines tower over Earthers like me. You swagger around my city, hugely muscled giants taught to kill from birth. I’m constantly intimidated by you but I can’t let any of that show because I still have to project authority. I still have to arrest Marines.”

Novel thoughts flooded my brain. I knew I hadn’t always given Silverberg much respect because without a gun in her hand, she was so small and weak that the idea of her taking on a Marine in a fight was ludicrous. Perhaps there were other forms of strength. “You are brave,” I insisted.

She shook her head. “I wasn’t brave enough to stick with Connor. He was a good man, and he loved me truly, but he needed help. I tried to be the lifeline he desperately needed. I tried to heal him with my love, but in the end I was too scared of him. I threw him out. Next time I saw him was on the slab at the station morgue.”

“Listen to me,” I said angrily. “You are not responsible for his death. You tried when most people don’t.”

“No? I cut his lifeline. I knew he needed me but I cast him away and he had nothing left. Within days he’d picked a fight he knew he couldn’t win with some hoods hired by the gangster I’d been working to bring in. Nasty piece of work called Lee. He took out four. The dumb idiot must have thought he was helping me, but someone in the department fixed up the evidence to make it look as if Connor had been part of Lee’s gang. K’Zoh-Zhan doesn’t think I was dating an ex-soldier with a drink problem, sie thinks I was sleeping with a gangster. No wonder sie despises me so much.”

Silverberg stared at me in silence through glistening red eyes.

“Every time I see you, McCall, I think of Connor, because you two were so alike.” She stood, hunched over. “And she…” Silverberg squared her shoulders and walked over to Silky. “She is everything I should have been to him.”

Silverberg launched a ferocious punch at Silky’s jaw. “She is everything I should have been to Connor and wasn’t. That’s why hate you so much, Kurlei. Every time I see NJ, he’s a little less broken, less a traumatized cyborg and closer to a functioning human being. That’s your doing. Bitch.”

I had no idea how to act. I just stared at my wife clutching her wounded jaw. My gaze refused to travel anywhere near Silverberg because I knew her every word was true.

“Don’t act so wounded,” she told Silky. “I know damned well you deliberately let me land that punch, alien. Fuck you and your empathy. It only makes me loath you more.”

Silky stopped rubbing her jaw. “I apologize, Lieutenant,” she said. “Would it improve your morale if I hit you back?”

I could sense that Silky was genuinely bewildered by this pattern of human behavior that had travelled far beyond the norms that she had done so well to master.

I laughed out loud. A moment later, so did Silverberg, although there were sobs in her laugh.

Silky’s eyes widened far beyond what was humanly possible. She began tearing at her kesah-kihisia in confusion. “I don’t understand,” she repeated.

I gathered them both into a hug.

It was a sudden and instinctive gesture – the kind of easy reconciliation between brothers and sisters who were fighting tooth and claw moments earlier, but now remember what they mean to each other when they aren’t being such idiots.

The embrace took all three of us by surprise. Silky tensed, and Silverberg tried to squeeze away, but I was a human Marine, Silky was a slight Kurlei, and Silverberg a tiny Earth-style human. Sanaa whispered that maybe this was the casual intimidation Silverberg had spoken of, but I wasn’t listening. It felt like gathering children in my arms.

As it was, Silverberg didn’t exactly melt into my hold like an ardent lover, but she stopped fighting me and I think she drew some strength from my honest human touch. Silky had lost track of what was happening and simply went with the flow of this human interaction.

Welcome to my world, Silky.

But Silky was as unsuited as I was to passively letting life pass by. She cuddled Silverberg, resting her head on the policewoman’s shoulder so that her kesah-kihisia nudged against her jaw.

Starting with her head and working down her body one-by-one, Silverberg’s muscles unclenched in a wave of peace. From my perspective, the blood engorging Silky’s tentacles in random lilac pulses made her look like a mind-sucking alien monster. But I knew from experience the gentle way they would be bathing the inside of Silverberg’s mind. The world would seem a better place. Not, perhaps, a happy place but one where things could get done and justice could be served.

And that’s how we recruited Rachel Silverberg in the privacy of our apartment bathroom.

I’m NJ McCall. If I can find any words at all, I usually say the wrong thing. I rely on my friends and ghosts to know what the hell is going on half the time because I haven’t a clue. Never come to me for advice.

And yet, by some inexplicable process unknown to reason, I get things done.

The three of us were allies now.

Caccamo had his governor and his fancy LIST pals, but my gut told me that Port Zahir would owe little Rachel Silverberg more than any of them.

I squeezed a little tighter, because if we really were going to rely on Silverberg, then we were about to hit some seriously scary drent.


—  CHAPTER 32  —

“What was it?” Silky demanded the moment Silverberg was safely out of our apartment. “What delighted and surprised you during the interrogation?”

I grinned. In my head, I told myself she found my cheeky smile endearing. Maybe I could charm her enough that she wouldn’t notice the words about to spill from my mouth were utter madness. “You and Silverberg had the answer. We balance on an unstable pinnacle. One gust of wind and we’ll come tumbling down to dash against the rocks of the hands of the court martial and execution squad.”

She gripped my arm and gave a gentle squeeze. “You scare me when you talk in metaphor.”

“Fair point. Try this then – we’re going to die in front of an execution squad. We keep telling ourselves that doesn’t matter because every day we cheat our fate is an unexpected bonus. For a long time that was true because it’s all I’ve known for decades.” I grabbed her shoulders and bore my gaze into hers with an intensity that astonished me. “I want more. I dare to dream of a future and I’m going to fight for one. We have to send for the governor.”

She radiated surprise. “What? You know her?”

“No. Never met her.” Silky emitted dismay, so I added quickly, “But I know a man who does. So do you.”

“Caccamo?”

“Yup. He’s a man of hidden depths.”

Silky gave me the space to play the part of the impetuous one in our relationship because I relied on her and my ghosts to think things through properly. She froze for several seconds, considering my words from every angle. Then she was all action, grabbing her kit and contacting Caccamo to expect us at the Slaughterhouse.

As we were about to leave, I told her to wait up.

She paused, confused. “What?”

“What? Silky, you’re the one whose tentacles were buzzing at the prospect of our first house guest. How’d it go?”

She regarded me seriously. “No one was injured.” She hesitated, rubbing her jaw. “Not seriously, and no blood feuds resulted.”

I beamed. “Exactly. It was a roaring success.” The smile left my face. “Let’s hope we have Silverberg over again. I wouldn’t bet money on a reunion, though. I have a feeling that no one will be coming back here until at least one of us is dead.”

“You should leave worrying about the future to me, NJ. But if what you say comes to pass, then I will make sure that Rachel is the one who shall die.”

“Roger that, little boss.”

She raised an eye ridge and tickled me with amusement. “You are fortunate indeed to be on my side, human. Now, quit stalling and grab your kit. It seems that we have more than just our own injustices to correct.”


—  CHAPTER 33  —

Our circuitous route to the Slaughterhouse took us through a broken fence and into an industrial area abandoned due to a toxic spillage twenty years earlier. Nature had made serious inroads into reclaiming the area. The drunks, fugitives, and gangs who had taken up residence were a part of nature, I supposed.

This wasn’t a place to enter lightly, but we were counting on that to shake off anyone but the most committed who might be following us.

“Recruiting Silverberg is a long shot,” I admitted to Silky as we paused in a deserted car rental store. “She has problems of her own.” I peered over the counter through the grime-encrusted window to see if anyone pursued us.

“I feel foolish to admit this,” Silky replied, “but I feel relief that we are not the only ones sailing the drent canal having sustained critical damage to our propulsion systems.”

Is she saying that weird shit on purpose? I wondered. To distract me?

I decided that was a conversation that should wait until happier circumstances. “You’re not foolish,” I told her instead. “There’s Sel-en-Sek too. I don’t know what’s been eating him. He won’t tell me. Has he said anything to you?”

Silky shook her head.

“I’ll ask the big boss for help. We can’t run to him every time but…” Through the window I could see figures approaching. “Quiet!” I snapped.

“Out the back!” Silky whispered.

“No,” I said. That’s where they’re herding us.”

Her answer was to grab a metal office chair and throw it through the main window. Or tried to. It bounced off, hitting me on the shoulder. Then someone on the outside fired a shotgun through the window. We ducked as the room filled with a shower of glass fragments.

By the time the glass hail had settled, we were surrounded. I’d been right about the herding. The main force appeared through the rear door, led by a hard-faced human Spacer.

“Just passing through,” I told the little man who reached only to my chest.

“I know,” he replied. “Saves us the hassle of contacting you in a more public place.”

“Contact?” said Silky. “You need to tell us something? A message?”

“Yes, in a way. The message is for your friend, Sel-en-Sek, a reminder that his friend in turn has seven days to pay back the money he owes Mr. Lee. If your Revenge Squad colleague wishes to pay off the debt then that is acceptable to Mr. Lee, but the inconvenience will incur an additional ten percent processing fee.”

Silky gave me a puzzled look, but I was as much in the dark as her. “We don’t know anything about this,” I tried to explain to the Spacer.

“How disappointing, but how predictable. Which is why this message I’m about to give you is necessary in the first place.”

“We understand,” said Silky. “I shall pass the message to him myself.”

The Spacer’s face eased into its first sign of emotion: amusement, and at our expense. He gestured to the figures to my rear who clamped my arms behind my back. Silky was similarly restrained.

“That you will,” he said to Silky. Turning to me, he sneered, “You Marines think you’re better than Wolves and berserkers, but you’re still regressed to the level of rutting beasts. Hey, Calc-AttVeck! How do you threaten a male Marine?”

“By threatening his womenfolk,” answered one of the armed Spacers.

The Spacer boss clicked his fingers and one of his men punched Silky in the gut.

I snarled in rage, too shocked to form words.

“Don’t do anything stupid,” Silky begged me, her voice stretched raw with pain.

I didn’t. I wasn’t a regressed beast. Besides, there was a very large woman with a plasma pistol pointed at my head, daring me to try it on.

They yanked Silky backward so her torso was arched and vulnerable in time for a second fist to thunder into her stomach.

I winced at the impact, and screamed as her eyes rolled up and she fought hard to breathe.

Then I did do something stupid. I put everything I had into a bucking, writhing shimmy to throw off my guards. I won free, though with a pull at my arms that felt as though they’d been ripped from their sockets.

I advanced one step, meaning to dodge the distance between me and the pistol without getting shot.

One step… and then I felt a pricking sensation in the back of my neck an instant before every muscle in my body contracted to the maximum.

I was twitching on the ground in a bed of tingling glass. My teeth crackled with electricity and my nose filled with the smell of burning meat.

——

“NJ, come back to me. NJ!”

I felt a hand on my face that was not a hand. Its color, texture and shape were all subtly wrong. And then I remembered and looked up into Silky’s face.

I half rose to a crouch, looked around but it was just the two of us in a room full of glass.

“Are you okay?” she asked.

I got my feet and tested a few basic motor functions. I used my finger to take a quick rollcall of my teeth. All present. “I seem to be,” I replied, before adding carefully, “you?”

Her eyes narrowed. “I hurt.”

There was no one here to hit, no painkillers, no words of wisdom for myself or my ghosts. I kissed her tenderly on her kesah-kihisia and told her we needed to get to the Slaughterhouse. “Put your weight on my shoulder if it helps,” I suggested.

I doubt it made any difference, but she kept her arm on my shoulder and we made our way back to the Slaughterhouse without further incident. We said nothing, and for once Kurlei and human were alike. Our heads were both so full of thoughts of revenge that we had no room for words.


—  CHAPTER 34  —

“I’m a mass of bruises because of a frakking truck?”

Sel-en-Sek couldn’t answer Silky. He gripped the sides of his chair and glanced up at me nervously.

“You’re an idiot,” she screamed, grabbing Sel-en-Sek by the ears and hauling him to his feet with a yelp of pain. “A dumb Hardit-chodding wet-boy shunter with a salted hindbrain. A frakking truck!”

I couldn’t follow all of Silky’s insults, but it was as well she screamed into Sel-en-Sek’s wincing face, because that meant I felt a twinge of sympathy for him. If I hadn’t, my fist would have done my talking for me. Or a sharp kick to his legs still fractured after the fall in the hold of the Spirit of Progress.

“Let go of his ears,” Caccamo ordered. “The dumb twonk won’t be able to hear your considered opinion of his actions if you rip them off.”

She released him.

“And you,” Caccamo growled, pointing at Sel-en-Sek. “Siddown! You will sit there until Section Leader Sylk-Peddembal has finished explaining the consequences of your idiocy.”

So we stood in a half circle looking on uncomfortably as Silky extended the limits of her human vocabulary to give the old sailor the benefit of her thoughts. Caccamo had recalled all the dispersed members of Section ‘C’ for this.

Eight days earlier, the same room had seen dancing, beer, Litt-Beat and the last decent meal I’d eaten.

Times had changed and not for the better.

The more Silky shouted, the more guilt I felt. I’d known something was bothering Sel-en-Sek for weeks and I hadn’t pressed hard enough to learn what.

In fact, I now realized that his troubles had begun a year ago, on the day we arrived in Port Zahir. When I first met him, back at Camp Prelude, I recognized him as someone on the run. Running, it turned out, from the love of his life. Having drifted from one corner of Klin-Tula to another to escape the memory of this Kelker-Jay, guess who he’d seen at the docks when he arrived at Port Zahir?

Kelker-Jay had a thing for vehicles: an obsessive desire to possess big trucks with muscular power plants, flexible floor plans, gravity assists, and interiors that befitted a Fleet Admiral. And there was room in his lot for far more than one truck.

All that required money. Lots of it.

Which Kelker-Jay had, thanks to his lucrative holding in Klin-Tula Maritime, but for some people having a lot of money is never the same is having enough money.

Sel-en-Sek’s ex-lover crossed the line when he borrowed from a loan shark – Mr. Lee – because on his way to pay off his debt in the required low-denomination credit chips, he had been mugged, and taken to hospital without his money.

When Mr. Lee reminded Kelker-Jay of the “pay up or I’ll kill you” clause in their credit agreement, Jay turned to the one man he knew could never sit back and watch his former lover die. And, conveniently, that man had once lived as a professional gambler.

“What I don’t understand,” I said… pausing until Silky’s shouting died away… “Is why you didn’t win back his debt. We all know not to play against you for money.”

“Luck’s a fickle thing, NJ,” said Sel-en-Sek keeping a wary eye on Silky who hovered within reach. “Sometimes it makes you wait out a patch of bad luck, testing your faith until eventually rewarding you with a shower of good fortune.”

“Or someone plays you,” said Caccamo.

“No,” Sel-en-Sek shot back. I didn’t like the desperation in his denial. “I play at the Woodland Redoubt. It’s got large crowds and the best anti-cheating tables.”

“There’s always a way to cheat,” said Caccamo.

“No.”

Caccamo shook his head. My money was on the secret agent.

“I have a nasty feeling that it’s not just you being played,” said Caccamo. “Lee knows a lot about Kelker-Jay’s links to Revenge Squad. Maybe we are all of us his mark.”

“Now you’re being paranoid,” said Sel-en-Sek. “Stay out of this, please. Let me handle it myself. God knows were in enough trouble without me adding my difficulty.”

I laid a heavy hand on his shoulder. It was not intended as a comforting gesture. “Too late for that now, pal. Besides,” I said, drawing back and addressing everyone in Section ‘C’, “Loverboy here isn’t the only one deep in the drent.”

I proceeded to tell them about Silverberg and her problems with her own ex-lover.

“Why bring this up?” Shahdi asked. A shock of scandal slapped her face and she threw horrified glances at first Silky and then me. “You and Silverberg… you haven’t…?”

I forced a laugh at the blushing Shahdi – grateful for anything to distract me from the hell that Silky had just endured. “Relax,” I told the girl. “The lieutenant’s got a 100% efficient heat sink jacked up her ass. Imagine Lazheet deploying her sexual munitions at maximum yield. Now invert that picture to arrive at an anti-Lazheet who can eradicate hot thoughts at a hundred paces. Turn down the chill dial below absolute zero and there’s our Rachel.”

“Lieutenant Silverberg has sacrificed much in the name of duty,” said Caccamo. “I respect that.” His words were spoken in a gentle near-whisper, but they conjured such a crushing sense of guilt in me that I couldn’t speak.

César could. “With respect, sir, every single member of this section has had their heart shredded by tragedy and loss. Why should I care about this police officer?”

“Because,” said Silky, “to cultivate an insider within the police department could mean the difference between our lives and our deaths.”

“You speak like a Tallerman,” Nolog-Ndacu told her. I thought he was complimenting her, but his head started bobbing around in anxiety. “The police human could be an asset. And the consequences of our gambling friend are forcing themselves painfully upon us. But I fear we are concentrating on the obvious threats to our front when we should be turning to face the enemy striking at our rear. The mayor, my friends. How do we defeat the mayor?”

“You don’t,” Caccamo replied. “You leave that veck well alone.”

“Don’t tell me to leave him alone,” I said, trying to keep from shouting. “You know why I can’t.”

“I wasn’t talking to you,” Caccamo told me. “McCall, Sylk-Peddembal, you’re with me. The rest of you, sort out the mess Sel-en-Sek has gotten himself into. And if you find a way to assist Lieutenant Silverberg then do so because Sylk-Peddembal may be correct. When the twists and turns stop spinning and we can finally see the entirety of the mess we’re in, we may well find out that we need her far more than she needs us. Listen up, people. Revenge Squad is officially despised and put on notice, but we’re still free citizens for the moment. Try not to blow up anything important.”

“What are we going to do, sir?” asked Silky.

“Us, Section Leader? Why, we’re going to put the mayor away for good.”

“Excellent,” she said. “Do I get to kill him?”

“No, my dear. You’re going to do worse than that. You’re going to discredit him utterly, and you two are going to do it together.”


—  CHAPTER 35  —

The moment the old-fashioned metal door knob began to turn, Silky and I stopped debating whether Caccamo’s scheme would work and snapped to attention.

A single figure entered the plush office. She was a mixed-race human woman, surprisingly young – but then a lot of people seemed young these days.

It was her. The contact Caccamo had provided. The ally who would bring the mayor to justice.

At least, I assumed she was. I realized, sheepishly, that I hadn’t thought to study her image beforehand. But who else could this be? We were inside the Palace of Government, after all. Inside the governor’s personal study!

“Thank you,” I told her. “We appreciate you helping us, your governor-ness-ship. Sorry, never had a governor in my chain of command before.”

“Ma’am will do.”

I nodded sharply, and allowed Silky to take charge of the respectful pleasantries.

The governor wreathed herself in an aura of confidence, and after the lethal chaos of the last few days she was just the salve I needed. Her confidence was attractive too, enough to make me appreciate her exotic look, courtesy of her mixed Marine and Spacer heritage. She had the long, delicate fingers and neck of a Spacer, but with enough meat and heft to her that I wouldn’t worry about breaking her if we started testing the load strength of that swanky desk behind me, the one emblazoned with the official crest of Hy-Nguay. In fact, the governor was kind of a human version of Silky.

I sensed the Sarge slapping the back of my head while Sanaa laughed in the background. Bahati was front and foremost, deploying a Marine gaze over the governor even hungrier than mine.

The two other occupants of the room had stopped talking and were staring at me undressing the governor with my eyes.

Man, I needed to get some soon. And given the way Silky was drinking up my thoughts like Bahati in one of those moods, it occurred to me for the first time, so did she.

The governor cleared her throat. “Let me guess,” she said in a thick local accent that buzzed with amusement. “You, madam, were an officer in the war, and you, sir, a sergeant.”

“Is it that obvious?” I said.

“No,” she replied. “Relax, I’m a politician, not a mind reader. It’s my job to understand people.” She frowned. “But you would know about mind readers with your companion being a Kurlei. Madam, I did not know I had the honor of numbering one of your race in my province. Officially you do not exist.”

I felt Silky’s mind go hard and cold.

The governor raised her hands in a calming gesture. “It’s okay. Mader zagh! Don’t you wixering shunters get it? Klin-Tula is a frontier world and Hy-Nguay its wildest province. If I can leave my term of office with the province less lawless and violent then I’ll have served well. Believe me, mysteries such as the occasional off-grid empathic alien abound in these parts. You’re the least of my frakking worries, and although Laban was hazy with the details, I understand that if you prove your worth in ridding Hy-Nguay of its most odious citizen, I might look generously upon your past frakk-ups.”

I slapped my hand around the governor’s shoulders. “Anyone who curses like a Spacer is all right in my book, ma’am. Tell me, did your mother sail the voids in a tin can?”

“That she did, sir. And kindly remove your hand before I order it cut off.”

“Ma’am, yes, ma’am.”

“That’s better,” she said when I’d retreated a few paces. “Let’s start again. I’m Governor Shawnee Lawless and I thank you for your service today in taking down that skangat pervert, Mayor Philamon Dutch. No one but me and Laban Caccamo know you’re here. Philamon’ll be here in about…”

Surprise must have shown on my face, because she rolled her eyes at me. “Yes, my surname is Lawless, and yes, that is ironic. Wait, you’ve never heard my name before, have you?”

“No, ma’am.”

“Then I expect you’ve never voted either.”

“Never cared for it. I served three centuries in the Marines, ma’am. Even after we joined the Legion, the Corps wasn’t a democracy, and that’s just as well for all our sakes.”

Irritation flashed in the governor’s eyes. “You would prefer Klin-Tula to be under military rule?”

“Until things settle down, yes.”

She laughed. “Fates preserve me from the wisdom of old soldiers! You mean well, but what you don’t understand is that once power becomes a habit it is near impossible to relinquish. How long would it take before matters were judged to have settled down? A generation? A hundred generations? No, the federal and provincial governments must serve the people from the beginning or else my descendants will rule yours with as much cruelty as the White Knights once ruled us all. I know nothing of your war record beyond your name, Sergeant Joshua, but I can see from the way you carry yourself that you served humanity well in the War of Liberation. Would you now throw that all away?”

“No frakking way… ma’am.”

“Good, because the fight for liberty is far from over, and it will still be raging after we are all dead. You still have a role to play and I do not release you from your obligations. I accept that many in your generation of former soldiers will never fully trust democracy, but you must do all in your power to keep the institutions of this world stable, and largely free of corruption, so that my generation, and those who follow us, can build upon what we started here. From these crude and chaotic beginnings, we shall forge a world to be proud of. Klin-Tula was birthed in the blood of the fallen, and that bright future is their precious legacy, Marine. Guard it with your life.”

I swallowed hard, speech temporarily beyond me. Other humans say we Marines speak in a staccato monotone, devoid of passion and expression. The truth is that we don’t have the time to waste on the flowery gas that gushes in great clouds of verbiage from the mouths of lesser strands of the human races. Governor Lawless was nearly as concise and straightforward as a Marine, but she injected a magical quality to her words that tightened my chest.

“Sergeant Joshua. My words were not rhetorical. I gave you an order. Guard your legacy.”

I snapped to attention. “Negative, ma’am. Sergeant Joshua is dead. NJ McCall is a work in progress but he’s become a professional vigilante. I operate on the wrong side of the law.”

The governor’s eyes bore into me. Then her face creased in laughter.

“I know Laban well,” she explained when she’d calmed a little. “I need Revenge Squad for now. Petty crime has been down since you moved into the Slaughterhouse. I want you to address inter-species violence next.”

“Are you…?” I was going to ask if she was a LISTer, but phrases such as operational security, and I thought I could trust you to keep a secret came to mind.

“Is he always like this?” the governor asked Silky.

“Regrettably, yes, ma’am. My husband will address his immediate challenges with courage, determination and intelligence, and yet the strategic picture often eludes him.”

Governor Lawless nodded thoughtfully. “I apologize for my rudeness, McCall. You have served with honor, and you deserve better than my laughter because I believe you still do serve the people of Klin-Tula. The police commissioner’s head would explode if I said this in public, but Revenge Squad and your ilk play a key part in my law enforcement strategy.”

“Shawnee’s Specials,” Silky suggested.

“I like it,” said the governor, shaking my hand with a crisp grip.

“But if you ever say that name again,” she added as she shook Silky’s hand, “I will have you both assassinated. Now, to your posts. We have a mayor to bring to justice.”

We took positions behind a linen screen decorated with waterfalls cascading into a raging sea. It looked out of place to me, but what would I know about the décor demanded by a provincial governor?

The plan was simple enough, so long as everyone acted the way we hoped. In eight minutes, Mayor Dutch was due for a private meeting in the governor’s office about the state of emergency he’d declared in Port Zahir.

The governor would lure him in with firm handshakes and official-looking bundles of paper, and whatever else politicos needed to get themselves comfortable. Then she would hit him with a visual simulation of the events I had witnessed in the cells. It was pure fakery, but Chikune had crafted the images so convincingly out of my description of the events, that the mayor might just think this was admissible evidence dumped out of my head.

And to help the mayor along to giving himself away, from our hiding place behind the screen, Silky would break his spirit by giving him both barrels of her kesah-kihisia, loaded with guilt and despair. Naturally, everything would be recorded. Later – much later, when the mayor was caged and the congratulations began – we would raise the idea of a pardon.

Plan B was to beat the crap out of him until he confessed. It stood no chance of succeeding, but it would be the closest he’d get to justice.

“Once we’re done here,” I whispered to Silky, “this dumb-ass former NCO will need the benefit of your strategic vision.”

“I’m sorry,” she said.

“No worries,” I said. “Only teasing. Actually, I was serious. Sel-en-Sek’s problem became my problem when Mr. Lee’s heavies hurt you, and after the mess I made blowing up the mayor’s ship I don’t trust my judgement. Is it best to kill the loan shark bastard, or to teach you cards so you can win the money to pay him off?”

Silky shook her head. “There’s nothing you could teach me at cards that I don’t already–”

The window cracked.

The governor grunted in horror.

I pushed over the screen. The governor was down on the thick carpet and gushing blood. The round had come through the window from the ornamental grounds outside. A humanoid, black-clad and with sniper rifle strapped over their back, was leaping over a low wall in the distance, about to disappear.

“Tell me if the assassin reappears,” I told Silky and then put the shooter from my mind.

All I could think of was how to keep Lawless alive.

I ripped open her jacket and blouse to get a good look at the frothing hole in her chest.

“It’s okay,” I told her, as I tore her jacket in two and folded each half into pads. “I know what to do.”

I pushed the pads against the entry and exit wounds and pressed hard.

“Assassin’s gone,” said Silky. She opened the door to the study, and yelled, “Help! Bring a medic!”

“Well?” the governor gasped, pleading at me with her eyes. “How bad is it?”

“Never give up hope, ma’am. Help is coming.”

“Don’t bullshit me, Marine.”

“Sorry, ma’am. You’re gonna die.”

“Crap,” she said, and then added falteringly, “Remember, Klin-Tula is the legacy of the fallen. Guard what we’ve built here.” With a groan, she closed her eyes.

“I will, ma’am.” I thought she was gone, but she pursed her lips and deepened her breathing, gearing up to speak.

As Silky hollered for help, I put my ear close to the governor’s mouth.

“Get…” she gasped through bubbles of blood.

“Get, ma’am,” I confirmed while she gathered her strength to continue.

I heard approaching footsteps racing our way. Finally.

“The…”

“Get the… Get what, Governor?”

She opened her eyes, and stared past my shoulder, her lips trembling as she summoned the energy for her final act.

I heard Silky close and lock the door.

“I’m still here, ma’am,” I reassured the dying governor. “Tell me what to get. Come on!”

Her final words came out as a long sigh. “Thefrakkouttahere.”

I felt her life leave with a last rattle in her lungs and then she was still.

I released the pressure on the makeshift trauma gear and looked at my hands. They dripped with the blood of Shawnee Lawless.

“Our presence may prove difficult to explain,” said Silky, pulling me away.

“But she was shot, and we don’t have a gun.”

“Governor!” shouted a man from outside as someone tried the door. “Are you all right?” There was banging on the heavy wood. “We heard a call for help.”

Other than the governor and Caccamo, no one knew we were here.

“Stand clear of the door, ma’am.”

I looked at the broken window in a new and critical light. Hairline cracks spread like a network of blood vessels but, other than a hole where the round penetrated, most of the glass was still in the frame. Window glass is much tougher than it looks, but not after a ballistic dart’s been through it. I ran at the window, twisting at the last moment to present my shoulder as I barreled through in a shower of glass shards.

I sensed Silky follow but I didn’t dare to stop. I sprinted down a courtyard with a sunken garden and vaulted over a low wall, pursued by a hail of bullets and darts. I rolled down a grass bank and kept running.

“You injured?” I called out.

“Not yet… this way.”

I followed Silky along a sunken path that ended in a gated archway.

It was locked.

I shoulder barged it but I just got a bruised shoulder.

Silky breathed in… and kept breathing in until her torso deformed, flattening until she could squirm underneath the gate.

A few seconds later I heard a key turn in a lock and the door opened on a grinning alien.

“What next?” I asked as soon as I was through and the gate re-locked.

Her grin evaporated. “I do not know. Nowhere is safe.”

Dogs barked in excitement, eager to be released.

“Then there is only one place we can go,” I said. “Onto the attack. But first we need to disappear.”

The barking ceased, the dogs loosed and after our scent.

“Rendezvous Point Delta?” I suggested.

I felt Silky’s agreement and then we were off down the backstreets, trying to put speed into our steps without appearing conspicuous.

From behind we could hear high-speed bikes start up with the distinctive rumble of gravitic motors that churned our guts to water.

We abandoned all caution and fled for our lives.


—  CHAPTER 36  —

“I was right,” I said softly, moving away from the spy hole that looked out into the marketplace. “It is our faces on that wanted poster.”

Silky said nothing but beckoned me to the relative safety of the back room of the empty retail unit.

“There’s a 25,000 shilling reward for our capture,” I told her. “It feels good to know we’re valued.”

Unable to keep up the pretense of cheerfulness, I felt my mood sour. We were holed up in Rendezvous Point Delta, a boarded-up cheese and cured meats shop off Ghanns Street in the Ulthacalth Quarter. Our apartment would be watched. So would the Slaughterhouse. We might as well give ourselves up. Maybe the authorities would feel generous and give us the reward money.

I regarded my wife, squatting on the dusty floor. She looked trapped by the deep shadows.

“I’m sorry for bringing all this upon you, Silky.”

“I know.”

I tried to smile. “Of course you do.”

“NJ, you have apologized. Doing so should lift your mood, yet your spirits sink still further. Why?”

“Why?” Crazy alien. “Because I’ve put you in danger, and when I say danger… Hmm, let’s see… The mayor wants us dead. The government wants to execute us for shooting the governor. Let’s not forget our old boss, Holland Philby, who wants us dead too. And then there’s that gangster, Mrs. Gregory–”

“Do I need to come in and fix your faulty head? You made a judgment call when you blew those LTB-10s. Sure, it blew up in our faces, but what are you going to do about it? Weep? Have you given up, McCall?”

“No, of course not.”

“Sounds like it to me. Go on, then, what are you going to do about this mess?”

“Dunno. But I am gonna fix it. Somehow.”

“That’s better. Don’t ever feel sorry for yourself again. It’s pathetic, and we both know what happens if I lose respect for you.”

I felt like a green recruit. She was right.

“Have I arrived at a bad moment?” said a computer-generated voice from the window out into the loading bay.

I grabbed my knife, looked up, and saw a rubber-lipped Littorane peering at us. Silky began to draw the pistol she’d taken from the emergency cache, but stopped abruptly.

“What’s the matter?” I asked.

“Can’t you see it’s K’Teene Schaek?”

“K’Teene K’Who?”

To the Littorane she said, “Please forgive my human.”

“Think nothing of it,” said the amphibious alien. “We all look the same to them, whereas I am more discerning about their race. I recognize Ndeki Joshua McCall from his under-chin hair, the attractive scarring, and his endearing combination of bewilderment and brutality.”

“Frakk off,” I told it. “I do know you. You’re the Marine who–”

“Who would have died at the hands of that mob. Yes.” The alien cleared his throat before speaking out of its translator. “I ask again. Is this a bad moment, or may I join you?”

“The place is a mess,” I told K’Teene Schaek, “and we’re fresh out of cold beer and fish.”

“But you are welcome here,” said Silky, unlocking the rear door.

“Caccamo sent me,” said the Littorane as he padded inside on all fours. He began flicking his tail alarmingly. “For a human, Caccamo… resonates strongly with the song of the universe.”

I blinked, not understanding.

Silky helped me out. “K’Teene Schaek means that Director Caccamo is one who makes shit happen.”

“Indeed,” the Littorane agreed. “Such individuals are to be admired from a distance. Get too close, though, and the strength of his song is… bruising of my internal organs. I apologize if my human translator fails at this point.”

“No.” I nodded. “I got it now. For an old geezer, Caccamo has some impressive moves.”

“Quite so,” said the Littorane. “Now, pay close attention because what I am about to ask is of vital importance. I understand your affiliation to your Revenge Squad comrades, and have some inkling of what Ndeki has mounted in his spine, but beyond that do either of you have family?”

We both replied without hesitation that we didn’t.

“Good. Therefore, the K’Teene clan formally invite you to form a junior cadet branch of our family.”

For a second, shock gripped me. I’d seen a lot of strange stuff, but playing happy families with amphibians was off the scale wacky. Horror came next, swiftly hardening into anger. While I weighed up whether to hurl my best insult at the alien or simply break its frakking jaw, I felt my ghosts rein me in and make me confront the dire situation we faced.

After all, I had married an alien – or strictly speaking not protested too violently when she decided she had married me. Compared to that, calling another alien ‘poppa’ was child’s play.

“I wish you to understand,” said Schaek, “that we have been searching for candidates to invite for some time. This is a big leap for us, but our city faces a crisis of violence and we must encourage new singers if we are ever to achieve harmony on this planet. You have proven your worth, and your needs are immediate and great. Only the godless would not see that we are destined to take this path.”

“Do you mean that Littorane citizens across the planet are backing you?” I asked.

The Littorane hunkered close to the floor and raised the tip of its tail. “Hardly. To many who do not listen carefully to the divine song, it is we who are the godless. This union would be perilous for all of us.”

Silky and I looked at each other. “Tomorrow’s dangers can take care of themselves,” I told her. “We need help today.”

“You’re right,” she said.

“Okay, Mister K’Teene,” I told the Littorane. “We’ll enlist as your embarrassing cousins.”

Schaek straightened his naturally bowed legs and tapped me on the shoulder with the tip of his tail. “I name you, K’Teene-Joshua Ndeki. And you…” He touched Silky. “…are K’Teene-Joshua Sylk.”

Silky’s eyes narrowed to pips. Ouch! She didn’t like that.

“And you shall refer to me as Uncle Schaek and treat me with respect if you value your lives. I am…” He thought a moment. “In the family TO&E, I am your commanding officer.”

“Yes, Uncle,” said Silky. “We are honored.”

“Okay, Uncle Big Guy,” I told him. “Now that you’re on the case, how are you going to get us out of this mess?”

“You are hunted. Your faces are on wanted posters. This would be a good time to withdraw from human areas and introduce you to your new family.”

“Great,” I said. “Beer. Nibbles. More beer. Dancing. There will be a party, won’t there? Please tell me there’s a party.”

“Perhaps. That remains to be seen. First, the family must decide whether to accept you.”

“And if not,” said Silky. “Let me guess. They will kill us.”

Schaek wobbled his head from side to side. “Don’t be absurd. Have you not seen the posters? There is a 25,000 shilling reward for your capture. We K’Teenes are a proud and respectable family, but not a wealthy one. Our warehouse at Coffman Wharf is dilapidated. The roof leaks for frakk’s sake, and 25,000 big ones would go a long way to fixing that embarrassment. What is it to be for the K’Teenes? A new cadet branch of the family, or a new roof? The answer is down to your performance when you meet. Here…” He parceled out bundles strapped beneath his chest.

Inside I found a cloak and a blackened data monocle.

“Get those on and shift your alien butts,” said my new uncle. “We need to get outta here.”


—  CHAPTER 37  —

“Normally this ritual of welcome and testing would be conducted underwater,” said my new Uncle Schaek, “but in deference to your limited physiology, we will perform the ritual in air. This is a rare honor. I have never performed on land.”

“Performed what?” I asked.

“Flippancy is ill-advised, Ndeki. We shall sing, of course.”

I glanced around the inner courtyard of the K’Teene clan building and the eighty-odd Littoranes studying me in silence, their thoughts inscrutable behind those flat heads. They looked so serious, so preposterous that a belly laugh brewed inside me.

Normally, the amphibians wore flexible plates made from a rubbery plastic, but in honor of the occasion, they wore heavy fabric robes. Silky and I wore humanoid versions in a bone-white color, same as Schaek. But the Littoranes looked like overgrown lizards some drunken jokers had dressed in bathrobes for a laugh. To cap the image of lizards relaxing on vacation, there was even a deep pool at the center of the courtyard.

“But I don’t know the words,” I said, trying not to laugh. “Or the music.”

“Neither do we,” said Schaek with a vigorous flaring of his nostrils that I think meant he was trying to be nice to me. “This is not a human song. We channel the Goddess, which means there cannot be a right or wrong way to sing so long as you allow Her into your heart. Express yourself. Channel the divine through you. Do not think about what you are doing and soon it will not be you singing, but the Goddess singing through you.”

Silky tapped me on the shoulder. “Stop fretting. Like Uncle Schaek says, you’ll be okay because the Goddess is above reproach.”

“The Goddess reveals all,” Schaek said firmly, which didn’t exactly reassure me as much as Silky’s version.

A bell rang out and the waiting was over. The first Littorane drank its tea.

Did I mention the alien ritual for checking out potential new clan members was a tea ceremony as well as freestyle singing?

Before each alien took its place in the choir, it first drank from a metal cauldron of steaming liquid.

Schaek called it tea, but it smelled more like warm urine than something you would ever drink for pleasure. And I don’t mean a faint whiff of incontinence: the pungent aroma of this tea was so caustic that the back of my throat was on its knees begging for a swift execution – anything but have that torment poured down it.

I didn’t understand how the K’Teene clan could use a tea and singing ceremony to determine whether Silky and I would be better as allies or as down payment on fixing their warehouse roof, but being married to one had cured me of any lingering notion that the doings of aliens could ever make sense.

As each Littorane assembled and took their place on the tiered platform that took up one end of the courtyard, I noted three dominant colors weaving through the gathering crowd like a pattern in cloth: white, red, and blue-green. Schaek had said he was part of a triumvirate, and I realized that in wearing the same color as him, I was marked as part of his chain of command.

My speculation about unit structure came to a halt when the singing began. The first voice sang a simple tone, wobbling a little to settle into the right pitch. I could do that. I’m no singer, but I’m not tone deaf. Give me five pints and the right company, and I can belt out a tune with the best of them.

When half the Littoranes had taken their place in the choir, a melody sprang into brief existence before we were back to the single tones marking out a harmony.

With more singers, the complexity now grew exponentially until with a flash of brilliant harmony, the melodies began shifting and swooping like a flock of Earth birds – or, I corrected myself, like a school of fish.

The song split and circled, twisting this way and that with an oily slipperiness that dared me to give chase. In the brief moments when I drew close enough to the song to glimpse it in detail, it appeared to be no more than random notes, but then the music would pull away from me to reveal emergent complexity and astonishing beauty. How could they communicate these rapid changes and keep those harmonies synchronized? How could they possibly be doing this without decades of constant practice? It was impossible, and yet like a school of fish or a flock of birds the harmony was there.

I swallowed back a gulp. My spirit tingled with the sense that the universe was granting me teasing insights into a deeper level of reality. Maybe this Goddess drent was right; maybe they really were channeling the divine.

And then I realized with a shock that all the Littoranes had assembled on the tiered platform, and it was my turn to join them. All thoughts of divinity fled. First, I had to drink the tea.

I stooped to pick up the wooden cup carved in Littorane script, and peered into the steaming metal cauldron. The drink was local seawater reduced to concentrate the flavor. How bad could it be? Everyone kept trying to convince me that local ingredients were healthy, and in this case I expected that meant seaweed, a little plankton, oil and exhaust waste, minerals, concrete flakes, and fragments of the Little Tin Bastards I’d blown up on the Spirit of Progress. Delicious.

I ladled a generous measure into the cup and necked the bastard.

The back of my throat puckered so violently, it collapsed into a spasming singularity that sucked all that was good out of the universe. I begged my body to vomit up this salty hell, but some smartass alien bioengineer had decided generations ago to remove our vomit reflex, on the dubious grounds that preventing Marines from vomiting in a spacesuit was more important than the ability to sick up Littorane tea.

I wanted to die.

But that would have to wait because I had a job to do. I was here to impress so I put on my best diplomatic face and smiled as if this were the best taste in the world, and not distilled urine samples from seafood addicts, mixed with lava. Besides, I admitted to myself as the tea began to lay waste to my stomach, I’d tasted worse.

Thinking about channeling goddesses through my ruined throat, I took my place in the choir.

I sang a note, and thought I was doing okay because it didn’t immediately ruin the Littoranes’ harmony.

Then the choir swooped in another direction, leaving me exposed. I changed to a different note that sounded in the right key, but the song shifted again and again, far too quickly for me to catch up. It was like a human diver trying to swim with a school of fish: so far out of their league that in no way could they be considered a part of the school. One after another, black Littorane eyes turned my way. They did not look sympathetic.

The song lost cohesion. It became aggressive, choppy. Instead of graceful sweeping it was the wild swinging of a blunt axe.

I was breaking their song, ruining their ritual of welcome and testing. I was being found wanting.

Silky was the last to join the choir. Come on, I urged her. You’ve got to make this work or we’re dead.

She sang a tone that was light, high and fluting. It would have been beautiful if not for one thing: it was completely off key.

Then she did something incredible. Without attempting to join the Littoranes she began singing in her own miniature choir: resonating in her head, her chest and her larynx in three separate voices with three distinct rhythms. Then her main singing voice deployed multiple sub-voices, like a crystal whose gleaming facets reflected multiple views of the same melody.

I’d never heard anything as beautiful as that crystalline song.

I was so entranced by Silky’s sublime singing, that I stopped singing myself. She waved at me frantically, without missing a beat of her own mini choir.

I tried to sing a deeper note beneath hers, but I could no more support her than an armored division could perform zero-g ballet. She waved at me ever more frantically. Go on! Go on! You must sing!

I was human. A Marine half-cyborg engineered for war. I stopped trying to follow these inhumanly beautiful singers, and filled my lungs ready to give them a full blast of NJ McCall as himself.

Except I couldn’t think of a tune.

Quick, I said inside my head, give me a song.

My ghosts deployed a vocal formation and welcomed me within. I closed my eyes, and I could see my friends there with me at an ephemeral echo of the many bars where we had drunk together in life. The Sarge kicked off and the rest of us joined in. It wasn’t pretty, and it wasn’t subtle, but belting out a tune with the hint of a glass in my hand and the camaraderie of my friends in my heart was as easy as breathing.

We sang a ditty called The Sergeant had an Empty Bulb.

You’ll have to guess what the song was about. Partly because it was offensive to more people than those embarrassed by an empty ammunition carousel at a critical juncture, but mostly because some of the phrases are technically illegal.

In any case, there was more to the words than you’d think. They spoke of loss for the friends we had left behind, of hope for the loves in life we would find in the future. It was a riotous celebration of being alive. The song was all that and far more to me because the Sarge, Efia, Bahati, Sanaa and all the others had sung the song with me so many times when we were alive, and now they sang it with me once more in death.

Then something impossible happened. A new voice joined in. A beautiful, alien, crystalline voice of aching beauty that sat in perfect harmony between Sanaa’s voice and Bahati’s. If such a thing weren’t impossible, I would have said that Silky could hear the sounds inside my head from my dead friends. Maybe she could. I’ve seen many things in my centuries journeying through the galaxy, but on very rare occasions I’ve encountered something so profoundly strange that it was beyond explanation. This was one of those incidents, a sublime moment when the universe contemplates itself and temporarily permits glimpses of the impossible.

Normally I put such cases down to drunkenness, but this was different – a unique moment in time never to be repeated.

A shoal of Littorane voices joined Silky, cautious at first but then rapidly increasing in adventurous darting in and out of the melody of our bar room song. Alien harmonies swirled in musical motion far too rapid and random to perceive any form, and yet a pattern surrounded my simple song, making it something more even than Silky and I could accomplish on our own.

I can’t say how long we sang. It sounds trite, I know, but time stretched and ceased to have meaning. We continued until I could sing no more, my throat being so dry I could only croak with the husk of a voice that remained to me. And when I stopped, the song vanished like fairies in the beam of a searchlight.

No one spoke or moved. I’d long ago given up trying to understand aliens, but I knew with absolute certainty that we all in that courtyard felt we had glimpsed something profound, a fleeting reminder that there was more to the universe than we experienced in the everyday.

And to add one small additional miracle, I saw damp splattering my boots and realized that I was weeping.

The leader of the blue-green faction made her way toward me through the ranks of her clan members. This was Lady Viraladunesh, the so-called Heart of the triumvirate, according to Schaek.

As she reached me she raised her torso up in the centaur pose and then bowed deeply. I returned her bow.

She said nothing, but her gesture – which I took to mean thumbs up, all systems go – released the mood. The Littoranes erupted into loud chatter and hissing, agitated motions of their bodies that involved a lot of tail swishing.

I wasn’t worried. I didn’t know what the excited Littorane babble meant, but if the boss lady said I’d done good, I assumed the others would follow her lead. Still, Littoranes were big brutes and their tails made effective melee weapons. After Silky had to duck beneath a tail swinging over her head, we made our way out of the excited crowd and down to the relative safety of the ground.

The red triumvirate leader intercepted us, drawing his impressive bulk close. Schaek had warned me of Koelb-Ndo, the Tail of the clan. As far as I could make out he was a combination of war leader and rearguard who watched out for any strays, gathering them up lest they be lost to the many dangers of the galaxy.

The scarred old Littorane seemed to regard me warily in stark contrast to the other two triumvirate members. Schaek hadn’t explained in much detail, but if this Tail was responsible for the watchful security of his clan, I guessed that made him the sergeant major, and like the human equivalent it wasn’t in his job description to hug newcomers too readily.

I gave him a crisp nod.

“Your presence here is an insult,” the Tail told me in reply.

I bunched my fists but kept my tongue in my head, hoping this was no more than an unfortunate translation.

“You humans are worse than vermin. It was my people who saved yours from extermination in the war, and that was the greatest mistake the Littorane people will ever make.”

Nope. This really was fighting talk. I squared my chin and try to weather this verbal storm without hitting someone vital.

But the Tail had not finished. “As for that disgusting creature you brought in your wake – the mutant with the tentacles on her head – not only is she an affront to the Goddess, but it is all I can do to keep myself from vomiting at her foul stench, and clawing out my eyes at the sight of her.”

“That’s enough,” I told him. “I get insulted every day of the year – no big deal. But you insult my wife and that’s a different matter. And if we are to be accepted into the K’Teene, then by insulting Silky, you insult the entire clan, and that I can never accept. Retract your insults, sir.”

Silky came to stand beside me. “What the big lunk said,” she told the Tail in a menacing whisper. “Anyone messes with him, they answer to me.”

The Tail gaped with his mouth. “Noble sentiments,” he said, “but not tempered by grace, diplomacy, or much evidence of cognitive capacity. You would bring dishonor to us and your presence here is a disgrace. Leave, immediately!”

“We’ve nowhere to go,” I told the Littorane. “Seems like you’ve maneuvered us just where you want us – into a fight. Where is the honor in such manipulation, Tail of the K’Teene? If you wanted a fight, you only had to ask.”

The Littorane slowly pivoted his torso to bring his face up close and personal to mine. I expected his breath to taste of fish, but it smelled like butter. Maybe my taste was still thrown by that tea.

Silky intervened. “My human friend often speaks in riddles that make little sense to elder races such as ours. Let me restate his words so there can be no unfortunate misunderstandings. Speak one more threat or insult, you ugly fish head, and he’ll rip your tail off and shove it up your cloaca.”

The Tail acted surprised at Silky’s venom, but when she gave him a psychic blast of predator threat for good measure, he flinched and then… and then he walked away!

I couldn’t believe we’d faced down the embodiment of Littorane martial spirit so easily. Maybe his insults had been some kind of a test: to see how easily we could be cowed?

A smooth-scaled Littorane in the white of Schaek’s faction approached me on all fours with head down low. It tentatively curled its tail in my direction, touching my hand with its tip. I gripped it and shook it like a loose handshake.

“I welcome you, human K’Teene-Joshua Ndeki.” The translated voice was female. “I, Clesselwed, lead the most progressive faction of the young un-mated.”

She – assuming she really was a she – gave me a strange sideways look and began to gently bob her head. Probably she was screaming at me in scent language but all I noticed was the strip of skin between her nostrils changing from crusty yellow to lurid purple.

What’s going on? I tried to ask Silky telepathically, but I received only amusement in reply.

A crowd of relatively light-framed Littoranes joined Clesselwed, politely mobbing me. I guessed they were more of what Clesselwed had called young un-mateds. If the Littoranes had an equivalent of teenage rebellion, then I had probably just become their idol by standing up to their number one authority figure. Still, if two of the triumvirate had been impressed by us, and I was now the pinup hero of the young and trendy, Caccamo would be proud of his new inter-species liaison officer. More to the point, we had now won ourselves a base of operations to plan our next move.

You would think by then I had learned not to take the future for granted, even the next few seconds of the future. It always jinxes things.

Clesselwed’s group suddenly shuffled aside to allow the Tail to approach, flanked by two heavy-duty Littorane brutes.

“I underestimated you, K’Teene Joshua Ndeki. You have achieved your objective. I do not wish the situation but I embrace it.”

“Thank you, sir,” I told the ugly Littorane veck. “You are gracious.”

“Quite so.”

One of the heavies handed me a knife. “What’s this?” I asked, feeling stupid even as the words leaked out my mouth. Everyone backed away to form a ring around the courtyard. All bar the Tail who also had a blade, except his was twice as long as mine and viciously barbed.

The Tail hissed a challenge at me. “You may now attempt to rip my tail off and shove it wherever you will.”

I tested my weapon. The blade was flimsy, blunt, and looked brittle. This was not a fair fight. No matter, I always fought dirty whenever I could. Without telegraphing my intention by looking up at my opponent, I suddenly threw my knife underhand. I was aiming for Koelb-Ndo’s snout, but he was fast for a big thing and twisted aside. My blade embedded in his left thigh, the hilt snapping off as I expected it would. If my weapon had been sound, I would have rushed him at the same time as my knife strike. But this was an uneven fight and I wanted him overconfident to even things up.

“Relax, human,” the Littorane told me. “I invite you to rip off my tail, but I do not threaten you similarly.”

“You mean this isn’t a fight to the death?”

“Human, I mean I shall not cut off your extremities and force them down your throat. I shall merely sever your head from your torso. It is, I suspect, the fastest way to cease your irritating babbling.”

Before he’d finished speaking, he charged me.

If anyone tells you Littoranes are lumbering beasts out of water, give them a sharp kick in the shins and tell them to shut the frakk up.

The Tail came at me faster than anyone I’d seen in my life.


—  CHAPTER 38  —

I feinted right, then dodged left, getting down low and kicking up with my right leg to trip up the big Littorane. I kicked his front right leg all right, but sweeping legs isn’t easy when you face quadrupeds with legs slung low like a lizard. Koelb-Ndo caught my leg in his and dragged me along, trying to rip my leg from its socket. I managed to roll away to the side, and although I hadn’t left my leg behind on the courtyard floor, it still hurt like hell.

From the stance of a big, fat lizard, the Littorane pivoted the upper half of its body into centaur mode so he could slice down at me with his serrated sword.

I ducked, and then ducked again on the reverse strike. Koelb-Ndo wasn’t kidding when he said he wanted to decapitate me. As he recovered, I boxed his snout with a flurry of rabbit punches. I could tell they were hurting him, but he sucked up the pain and stood his ground while readying his next sword swing. With his sword arm high behind his head, aiming the weapon’s point at my throat, Koelb-Ndo hesitated.

Not one to waste an opportunity, I took a risk and swung a furious uppercut that smacked his lower jaw plate into the top of his mouth.

The sword strike didn’t come. Instead, a giant hand seemed to punch me in the side of my ribs and sent me sailing across the courtyard. I fought to suck in air. I had to fight even to know where the frakk I was as I tumbled across the arena and into the deep well of water.

Everything hurt. I couldn’t breathe. I was drowning.

A little sense returned to my head and I broke the surface of the water, gasping air into my burning lungs. Terror seized me. Out in the air I had a chance, but in the water I would be helpless against the amphibian. But as I reached the edge of the pool, I saw the Tail of the K’Teene watching with crossed arms, as if waiting for me to hurry up and take my killing. Its heavy tail was as long as its torso and head, and probably as heavy too. It gave little flicks, impatient to batter this upstart human. There was no doubt in my mind that while my attention had been on Koelb-Ndo’s sword, the amphibian had hit me with his principal melee weapon.

I shook off my white ritual robe, heavy with water, and ready to betray its human wearer with the many opportunities it offered my opponent for grappling holds. I took a moment to lick my wounds.

The Littoranes in the crowd watched my every breath and movement. Clesselwed the awestruck teenager, stood beside Silky who watched with clenched fists and kesah-kihisia flushing lilac. I could tell by the tension in her stance that she knew the two heavies who had flanked Koelb-Ndo now loomed behind her, ready to stop her intervening.

“Don’t worry,” I gasped at Silky, “I’ll finish this in time for dinner.”

Koelb-Ndo must’ve decided he’d given me enough of a breather because he came charging at me in full-on dragon mode, springing up at the last moment. I think he intended to grab my thigh in his jaws but I twisted away and slammed my boot against his tail, striking about four-fifths along its length and catching it against the sharp edge where the courtyard dropped down to the pool. I felt tail vertebrae snap. Then the big Littorane hit the water, unleashing a spray of water ten feet into the air.

“Diving underwater to escape won’t save you,” I taunted as loudly as I could to the crowed, although I couldn’t manage much more than a stretched whisper. “You need to come out here and fight.”

Koelb-Ndo emerged from the water far more efficiently and elegantly than I had. In a smooth motion he was out and at me in a blizzard of tail flicks, sword swipes and lunges.

I ducked, parried and rolled, landing punches and kicks wherever I could, but not nearly enough. None of the alien’s attacks connected fully, but I was picking up bruises and cuts. If this was to be a fight of attrition, it was one I was losing fast.

I could feel myself slow, but neither of us were young and fighting exhausts even seasoned warriors. A natural lull broke out while we got our breath back, each of us pacing a safe distance from the other, watching warily.

The Littorane was favoring his right leg, the tip of my blade still embedded in his left, but I was hurting everywhere now. I needed to change the rules of this game and quickly.

Now! Attack! Now! Attack!

“I hope you know what you’re doing,” I replied in a whisper to Silky’s telepathic message.

I did as she asked and launched myself at Koelb-Ndo, throwing everything into this assault. Naturally, Koelb-Ndo saw me coming and reared up, a rampant reptile with sword back and pointed at my chest.

I was heading for a head chopping, but trusted my safety to my wife.

I felt the wash of the telepathic broadcast she aimed at the Littorane. Silky could elicit simple reactions, an evolved ability meant to confuse prey just before a Kurlei struck. The emotion she was building in Koelb-Ndo was one of hot-blooded passion. She was urging him on to violence. Was this the moment she switched sides, willing the Littorane to kill the encumbrance of her human husband?

No doubts now, lad, said the Sarge in my head.

He was right. If my belief in Silky was brittle, my trust in the Sarge had never wavered – well, except for that one time in the ship’s hold, and look how that had turned out.

I cast away every iota of doubt, and closed the last two steps to my opponent.

All of a sudden, Koelb-Ndo looked disturbed, his head jerking to one side.

I feinted left. The big Littorane may have been put off, but he was not that distracted. He flicked the blade at my neck. Not a full-on head severing, but hard enough to chop out my gullet. I ducked beneath his swing, put my weight down on my right foot and sprang, arms outstretched, at the alien’s throat.

I grabbed his neck in a choke hold and tried to throw him over. My bulk proved too much for him. His right leg snapped as we fell to the ground, each of us twisting, writhing, kicking as we desperately sought to pin the other down beneath our weight. I was a big Marine, but the Littorane was bulkier. His broken leg would have evened the grappling match except for one thing: I was angrier. I was furious at the mayor for one thing. I was angry too at the way Silky joked I was an idiot a little too often. Above all, I seared with the injustice that after centuries of service to the Corps and then the Legion, I’d been dumped here on this dirtball poor, corrupt mess of a planet and then forgotten. Koelb-Ndo was the focus of all that bubbling rage that I’d never released.

Well I was letting it out now. The poor Tail of the K’Teene just had the misfortune to get in the way.

The grappling contest wasn’t even close. With a triumphant primal scream I twisted over and pinned him down.

He raked my right leg with the claws in his left, but I didn’t release my hold on his neck. His tail flicked over and lashed at my spine. I only tightened my hold. If I loosened it, I knew I would die.

His thrashing grew stronger and my hold began to slip. I daren’t look at my leg because I knew it was a mess of flesh ribbons gushing blood. I tried to thrust the alien down because if he dug his claws in a little higher up and deeper, he would sever an artery and it would all be over. I had lost the feeling in my damaged leg, but my arms felt all I needed to know: Koelb-Ndo’s labored breathing giving up its struggle and yielding to slow suffocation. His tail stopped thrashing and his body stilled.

Koelb-Ndo threw his sword away. I watched it clatter along the arena floor.

It had been just me and the alien in a close-up fight to the death. I had forgotten the crowd until a ripple of hissing erupted, but they kept in position, marking out the makeshift arena.

I tightened my grip on Koelb-Ndo’s throat. I was close to passing out myself but I didn’t trust the Littorane. Maybe by throwing away his sword, he had just conceded the fight, or maybe this was a ruse, a last chance to show off to the crowd how the clever Littorane could defeat the dumb human.

“That was magnificent,” said a female computer-translated voice by my left ear. I looked up and saw it was a young Littorane dressed in the white robe of Schaek’s faction. I guessed it was Clesselwed. “You can let him go now,” she said. “You have vanquished the elder.”

I held on for another half second but my strength was gone anyway. I released my grip and rolled away onto my back, fighting to cling to consciousness.

“You fight well, human,” said Koelb-Ndo. I could hear his choking gargling voice, but the computer translation ignored its user’s distress. “More importantly, you fought dirty. I do not like your smell, but I accept you two could form a valuable new branch of the family. Distasteful, and an embarrassment I would not wish to speak of in public, but nonetheless valuable.”

“You fought well too, Koelb-Ndo. I hope we never fight again, but if we do, I’ll kill you.”

“Well said, K’Teene-Joshua. I too relish the chance for a rematch, but we have much to achieve together first.”

While Koelb-Ndo was carried away on a stretcher, Silky helped me to my feet. “Thank you,” I told her.

“For what?”

“For distracting Uncle Koelb-Ndo.”

She shook her head like a human. “I didn’t. Well, a little. It is Clesselwed you should thank.”

“I thank you for your support,” I said to the young Littorane who stood on all four limbs a little to Silky’s side. I bowed. She bowed back, which was wonderful, but I still wasn’t sure what the hell was going on here.

“The way you stood up to Koelb-Ndo, the Tail of the K’Teene, in defense of your mate and your family. It was such a powerful display, that I could not fail to be deeply moved.”

I felt a slap on my shoulder, and saw that Schaek was in upright mode congratulating me. “Come, K’Teene-Joshua Ndeki, put your weight on my shoulder and let me show you to your quarters before you are mobbed by your legion of young admirers.”

He led me indoors, but I wasn’t taking anything in. My leg was agony!

“What just happened?” I whispered to Silky.

Schaek stopped. Laughter trilled from his speaker. “Littorane gender relations are complex and very different to your own. In time, you must learn this aspect of our lives, but your effect on Clesselwed and many others is simple to explain. At your wife’s signal, and powered by the passion you stirred in her, Clesselwed made a sudden but compelling visual and scent display directed squarely at my honored colleague, the Tail.”

I frowned at Silky. “Does he mean like when César puffs out his chest and struts in front of Shahdi?”

“No,” she replied. “Stronger. Imagine police lieutenant Rachel Silverberg stripping nude and writhing her buttocks mere inches before your nose, while begging you to mount her.”

Crazy aliens! Why did they always think of me as a baboon on heat? “So you’re saying I’ve gotten a new girlfriend. Marvelous.”

Silky laughed.

“Not so,” said Schaek. “Not one new admirer, Ndeki. Dozens. Perhaps this amuses you, Sylk, but although Clesselwed has little formal authority, her influence within the clan is substantial and her attitude to you will be noticed by many.” He quivered his tail. “As was mine. Congratulations, I’m impressed by both of you. All I expected you to do was rise above Koelb-Ndo’s ritual taunts and all would have been well. Instead you provoked a fight to the death. You will be the talk of the young un-mateds for years to come. Most important of all, was the Heart’s reaction. The triumvirate is not equal. I am the Head, Koelb-Ndo the Tail, but Lady Viraladunesh is the Heart who drives us all. Your singing displayed passion and your fight too. Nothing could have impressed her more.”

We ducked through a hatch and into a noticeably cleaner area. More sterile.

“Ah, welcome,” said a Littorane who seemed to be expecting us. More Littoranes fussed in the background.

I grunted something in reply.

“I’ll leave you in Doctor K’Teene-Luelmas Cisselc’s capable hands and tail. K’Teene-Joshua Sylk, follow me.”

Silky responded as if his tail had slapped her face. “Please, where do you take me?”

“To your quarters.”

“But–”

“Separate quarters, of course,” said Schaek firmly. “For now, at least.”

I stroked her kesah-kihisia tenderly. “I’ll be fine,” I said. I could tell she didn’t believe me – I didn’t believe myself – but I willed her to go so she wouldn’t see the full horror of my right leg. She had barely left the room before the Littorane medics had to grab me as I fell, dizzy from blood loss.

I looked at the strips of flesh and bloodied cloth on my leg, and hoped the Littoranes would hide us well. For the next few days, I wasn’t fleeing anywhere else.


—  CHAPTER 39  —

Three days ago I had been fleeing for my life, wanted for the murder of Governor Lawless, the sworn enemy of the mayor, and having to sit down a lot because so much red stuff had leaked out of the mess that had been my right leg. Silky had to beg the Littorane medics not to amputate.

Whatever species you chose to describe me, people who normally walk around on two legs, and had lost the ability to extract oxygen from water, tended not to hang out with Littoranes. The K’Teene family compound was the perfect hideout, and being able to rest my leg meant it was nearly fit for duty.

After just three days? What can I say? My bloodstream carries more than hemoglobin and alcohol; I have the equivalent of a microscopic field hospital in there too, complete with fast-heal pods. Hey, I’m a Marine, and that makes me different in so many ways from the people born on Earth. Go ask the frakkers! They’ll insist I don’t even qualify as human.

My blood also pools during prolonged inactivity, building deposits of twitchiness, and making my muscles burn with toxic levels of restlessness.

When I came here, I had been on the run. Technically, I supposed I still was, but I had changed. The K’Teene compound had served us well as a hideout, but now I was thinking of it as a forward operating base from which to launch a fight back.

Silky had already made contact with Shahdi who relayed Caccamo’s reminder to stay clear of the mayor so that he could deal with him. The only way I was going to manage that was by burying myself in our other dilemmas: Sel-en-Sek’s gambling problem, and how to restore Silverberg’s reputation. The Littoranes had been gracious and welcoming, but the longer I stayed here, the more I risked them offering me that damned tea again.

Which is why I found myself looking at my reflection in a polished copper disk I’d propped up in the windowsill of my room to use as a shaving mirror. I assumed it had a religious significance, given that I’d prized it out of the shrine built into the passageway outside, but I figured I had just redeployed it to do the work of the Goddess, so that was all right. Probably.

A few cuts, but not bad, I thought, running my hand over a smooth chin that hadn’t gone clean-shaven since the late 2500s.

The sight was so unfamiliar that I didn’t notice the Littorane pad into my room – doors being an alien concept to them except for use in airlocks and defended entry points.

Lack of privacy was no big deal for me, having lived in barracks and bunkers most of my life, but I sensed something was very wrong and whirled around to see a female Littorane in a deep stance with teeth bared and muscles ready to spring at me.

Her nose – I now recognized its crusty sulfur color indicated her gender – was flaring so widely in fury that I wondered whether it would burst.

“Drop your knife,” the speaker at her collar shouted electronically, “and kneel, you bakri-chodding wixerer, or I’ll rip out your stupid human windpipe and defecate into the gap.”

I could tell by the flick of tail tip that she wasn’t kidding around. Very slowly, I placed my knife onto the windowsill.

“Who the frakk are you?” she demanded.

“I’m Ndeki. Who the frakk are you, you stubby-tailed, dry-scaled talking newt? And who taught you to curse like a Spacer?”

The alien blinked and then shook the aggression from her body. “Silly human,” she said. “You know perfectly well the answer to both questions.”

She lifted her body and I allowed her to stroke my face, trusting her to hinge up her claws before touching me. I flinched when she made contact but kept steady as she traced the scar that ran diagonally across my face.

Before being adopted by my amphibian foster family, if I’d ever speculated how a Littorane’s touch would feel, I would have assumed it was scratchy with all those scales – or slimy. The reality was so smooth it was almost frictionless, which would have been pleasant if an identical looking Littorane foot – with claws hinged down in attack mode – hadn’t almost killed me three days earlier.

After withdrawing her hand, she used it to trace the line she had painted across her own face, even though I’d asked her not to. It matched my scar.

Yeah, I got the message, fish girl. Littoranes had been gracious and welcoming, but none more so than K’Teene-Imesty Clesselwed.

“It is a wonder of nature,” she said. “Your appearance is transformed, Ndeki.” She looked away. “I thought you were an intruder.” Her body shuddered. “I feared my cousin Ndeki had been murdered. Your murderer’s death would be prolonged and agonizing.”

I regarded my new friend. She was a talking teenaged newt with a crush on an older male who was so inappropriate that I didn’t know where to start. It would have been easy to dismiss her as a joke, but her body was throbbing with adrenaline-analog that hadn’t found a release. If I really had been an intruder, then I’d have soon learned that her violent threats weren’t idle. Littoranes had been the fearsome claws and battle tail of the Human Legion in its early campaigns, as I knew well – I’d fought against them on the wrong side.

“I’m lucky you’ve got my six, Clewie. Don’t ever imagine I don’t appreciate that.”

“In that case…” She lowered herself to the ground and couldn’t look me in the eye.

“Go on, Clewie. Spit it out.”

“Ndeki, may I stroke your head again?”

I shrugged and sat down to make it easier for her. She traced a finger along my jawline.

“Wait!” I said. Grimacing at her hesitation, I readied to air a delicate topic with the utmost discretion. “Clesselwed, this isn’t some perverted sex thing is it?”

A gurgle came from deep in her throat and she looked away. “No,” she said in her own voice.

I rolled my eyes but let her hand resume its roaming of my facial features. Hey, I’m NJ McCall, and I’m irresistible to women. Alien women.

I sighed and gently disengaged her hand from my head. She looked so downcast that I tickled her snout. As always, it brought a smile to my face to see her splay out her legs and collapse to the floor in response.

“Level with me, Clewie. I want to be a good cousin, a valuable member of the clan, but to do both I have to understand more about your people’s ways.”

I nodded at her to talk to me, but she insisted on pretending that she couldn’t see me.

“All right,” I said. “Let me kick off a topic we need to discuss. If Littoranes are like every species I know – other than Tallermans and Pavnix – then baby Littoranes come about because a daddy Littorane meets a mummy Littorane–”

“No!”

“O-kay…”

“It never starts with just two people,” she explained. “First, a senior clan member must express public approval in an individual. Those who had a latent attraction to that person are now enabled to feel full-on sexual allure. It is more than simply an enabling factor, the more senior the clan member who displays approval, and the stronger that endorsement, the more attractive the individual will become. A person who is publicly acknowledged as worthy by a senior clan member can be swamped suddenly with simultaneous sexual offers from many un-mateds.”

“And Schaek is as senior as they get, right?”

“That is correct.

“And he publicly sponsored me.”

A gurgling came from Clesselwed’s throat. “Yes. And then Lady Viraladunesh bowed to you. Bowed! Despite your alien physique, and your impractical long legs – it is a testament to the bio-engineering design prowess of the Goddess that you humans don’t constantly fall over – despite all of your strange alien shape, even before the time you confronted the Honored Tail, it was as if you were wreathed in sexual fire that warmed many of us to our…” She shuddered. “To our deepest core.”

I didn’t like the look of the way she began bobbing her head. She’d been doing that a lot recently. “So some of the girls, incredible though it seems, have developed a sudden crush on me.”

“Young males too, Ndeki. Soeb-Zhuein the sex god is beyond gender. He-she visits every Littorane once they have experienced their first awakening. You might wear alien flesh but the entire clan acknowledges you as a manifestation of Soeb-Zhuein. But what you did in facing down the Tail of our clan calls especially to our womenfolk. Makes us… tingle.”

“But much of this is true of Silky too,” I said desperately. “Is she swarming with admirers?”

“We are impressed with her, Ndeki, but she made no such public statements or confrontations with senior clan members. Therefore she remains what she is – an interesting individual I am eager to learn more about and welcome as a friend and cousin – nonetheless an ugly, land-locked alien with tentacles on her head. How you put up with her appearance is beyond me.”

I’d asked myself the same question more than once, but kept that intel to myself. “Yeah. Okay, about all this. I’m really honored and all that, and…” Had she really said I made her tingle? “See, Clewie, I think you look–”

She pressed her tail-tip to my lips. “Say no more. I do not expect us to mate.”

I almost fainted in relief. “Oh, Clewie, for a moment there–”

“Not when you clearly have yet to make that step with your own wife.” What the hell? Did everyone on the planet know that? “I have never felt sexual attraction to anyone before,” she explained. “For frakk’s sake, Ndeki, I am twenty-three years old. I began to think I never would. Do you have any idea how humiliating it feels to be left behind by my brood sisters? Year after year I feel nothing but numbness, and now I feel a special excitement when I am near you. I’m not ashamed and I want more. You make for excellent…?”

“Eye candy?” I suggested hopefully.

She looked away, questioning my vocabulary with an implant or an AI I could not see. “Exactly so,” she responded. “Does this disturb you?”

I thought that over for a moment, and found to my surprise that I couldn’t find a good reason why it should. “I’ve been around for centuries, married three times, but no one has ever called me eye candy before. Go ahead, K’Teene-Imesty Clesselwed. Tingle all you want.”

I considered the amphibian. From her eyes of gleaming obsidian to the oily sheen of the scales not covered by the harness of hexagonal plates she wore as clothing, she looked simultaneously magnificent and completely inhuman. I’d meant what I’d just said, but I felt kinda awkward about a six-foot long newt explain how the crush on you makes her zing in places I didn’t want to know existed.

So I changed the subject. “Now, Clewie, I want you to be brave. Can you be brave?”

“Of course. I am of the Head’s faction, but all members of the K’Teene clan are renowned for our steadfastness.”

“Good. Now keep your tail and claws away from my windpipe. And… hold fire on that defecating thing too. I’m going to do something dramatic but it’s still gonna be me afterwards. Okay?”

She stared at me, and I imagined wonder in her eyes. I took a deep breath, because I really did not want to do this, but anything was better than tingle talk. I took my knife off the windowsill and attacked the hair on my head.

She waited patiently until I’d finished, and then stroked my bald head.

“Now you almost look like a Littorane, Ndeki, but there are still patches of stubble. We must do better.”

“I don’t want to slice my head open.”

“Nor do I wish to ruin your face. Wait there.”

She left me, but only for a few minutes before she returned bearing a towel, a bowl of steaming water, and a jar of ointment she smeared onto my scalp.

“Depilation cream,” she explained. “Your hairs will grow back, eventually.”

When the treatment was done, and she’d washed and patted my head dry with the towel, she pushed me down into a seated position so she could stand over me and massage my scalp.

“This will speed the removal of toxins,” she explained.

Yeah, I know. Her excuse was so lame it broke the dial, but I closed my eyes anyway and found the gentle pressure of her fingers to be wonderfully soothing. If I opened my eyes and watched her I’d probably run screaming but, oh, she knew how to massage. I was debating whether I should risk asking her to move her fingers down to my neck when my ghosts couldn’t resist any longer. They rose to the surface and began to make inappropriate suggestions.

“Later,” I told the Littorane, opening my eyes to escape the visions of lifting Clewie’s tail that Bahati was forcing down my optic nerve. “It’s time to act. I need to see Silky.”

Her body sank little. “Of course,” she said. She looked away to query a hidden implant. “She is in the signals room, which is in the flooded levels. I will provide the breathing apparatus you will need. Follow me.”

As I allowed her to lead me through the labyrinthine Littorane home, I tried to ignore the way she swished her tail, but my ghosts wouldn’t let me.


—  CHAPTER 40  —

With Caccamo giving strict orders via Uncle Schaek that we should keep far away from the mayor while he sorted out that problem – whatever the hell that meant – we still had Sel-en-Sek’s gambling issues to sort out. All we had to do was win a lot of money in the next three days and we could pay our way out of trouble: two-hundred thousand shillings worth of trouble, to be precise.

Our go-to man for card games was Sel-en-Sek himself, but with him mired in a losing streak and refusing any help, the rest of us in Section ‘C’ decided to invite ourselves over to Woodland Redoubt, his favorite gambling haunt.

The gambling den was set up in an abandoned warehouse in a failed industrial zone where the parking lot was a hazardous proposition for town cars, due to its re-conquest by the bordering woods whose pathfinder trees and bushes were cracking the surface into an apocalyptic state of disrepair.

Entrance was not through the ruined shell of the warehouse but through a blockhouse of a secondary building, which was covered in graffiti from every one of the main species resident in Port Zahir, including some languages I felt sure had been made up.

Made up was the operative concept here.

If you pushed at the heavy blast door that was the blockhouse’s only gateway to the outside world, then you could brave the unlit corridor beyond that was rank with mold and droppings, and peppered with spy holes. If the gambling den’s security team decided you were their kind of thrill seeker, they would open the inner door so you could descend bare concrete steps before emerging into an underground nirvana of light, noise and illicit pleasure.

What kind of warehouse has an entirely separate undercroft, you might ask.

Why, none of course.

The whole thing was fake from the ruined parking lot to the abandoned shell of a warehouse that had never existed, but which provided César, Shahdi and me with cover to watch the blockhouse entrance.

The illusion of illicitness was a huge success, drawing customers from hundreds of miles away, all eager to pretend they were doing something illegal.

So it seemed only fair and public spirited that we embraced their desires and did something that really was illegal. We were serious about paying off Sel-en-Sek’s gambling worries, and that meant cheating.

Unsurprisingly, Sel-en-Sek was already there that evening, crutches and all. Beneath our feet, the sailor must’ve had the shock of his life to see Chikune visit his favorite haunt with a young woman in hooded clothing and heavily made up, but who nonetheless matched the build of his alien section leader.

Of considerably less surprise were the sidelong glances I was forced to see Shahdi and César throwing each other, the accidental brushing of flesh against flesh.

I mean, come on! If you believe the news media, we were supposed to be ruthless vigilantes preying on the innocent and blowing up the shipping interests of elected politicians. As for NJ McCall, he and his mysterious alien accomplice were wanted for the assassination of Governor Lawless, but instead of a desperate fugitive from justice, I felt like an elderly relative chaperoning horny kids.

I interposed my body between the two of them. Unsubtle, I know, but they needed to keep their minds on the business at hand.

“Oh, for the love of Fate,” Shahdi exclaimed. “You two are doing my head in.”

With my brain fully engaged trying to understand why anyone would think I was part of the problem, she turned to her boyfriend. “César, Grandpops here isn’t as dumb as he likes to make everyone think. He saw through you almost from the day you met at Camp Prelude.”

What the hell was she playing at? César’s hand went to his knife hilt and my fists got ready to fly, but Shahdi stayed César’s hand. “It’s all right. Really. Grandpops won’t tell.”

“Don’t count on it,” I said. “Not until I know what the frakk his secret is.”

She grabbed my shoulders and locked gazes with me. Her eyes gleamed with the glossiness of youth, but for one so young I could tell she had seen too much. Not that I had been any different at her age. “César told me everything” she explained. “He’s running from an injustice. You of all people know what that’s like, NJ.”

I could tell Shahdi believed what she said, and she was a smart kid all right, but she was also infatuated with César with his cocksure swagger and the colorful alien scales covering his human skin.

Shahdi raised an accusing finger and jabbed my nose. “Really?” She sounded so damned disappointed. “You think my intelligence melts into a gooey puddle just because he looks so hot? I don’t need your wife’s kesah-kihisia to read you like diagnostic code, Grandpops. César’s mind is more closed than yours, but don’t you think I can see beneath his cute exterior and read him too?”

I gave her a shrug. “Of course you can,” I lied, which proved that although I was old, I could still learn. Hell, this month I had become a multi-species liaison officer, and a manifestation of an alien sex god. And all that meant I had acquired diplomatic skills that I now deployed to the max.

I reached out my right hand to César, the former Void Marine now coated in the alien scales of a Wolf. He hesitated, but shook my hand.

I drew him in, close enough to pat him on the back and whisper into his ear. “If you ever hurt her, I’ll rip out your throat and shit down the hole.”

“I know,” he whispered.

I let him go, beaming at my newfound cosmopolitan identity that allowed me to deploy xeno insults.

I returned my attention to the blockhouse entrance and was idly speculating how Clewie would react to the news that I’d borrowed her taunt when César stiffened suddenly.

“Standby,” he warned. “Update coming through from Chikune. Silky is about to make her move.”


—  CHAPTER 41  —

Now, I know Chikune has had more than his fair share of tragedy, and I know he’d backed me up more than once in recent months – he even liked to put about that he’d saved my life – but none of that changed a crucial fact about the former army lieutenant.

I loathed the chodding veck. I still do.

Which means his words taste worse than Littorane tea, and so instead of repeating the words of his report, I’ll just tell you what was going on inside the gambling den in my own way.

And for that, you need to understand something about games of chance.

After the impulse to develop better weapons than your neighbors, the desire to cheat effectively at gambling is the greatest stimulation to innovation throughout the known galaxy. It’s my belief that the ingenuity applied to this problem by humans, Pavnix, Littoranes and all the rest is not a result of our big brains, but rather that we have evolved large brains precisely because of the need to cheat at cards.

You might sneer at my model of evolutionary biology, but if you think you’re so smart, explain why we are all so damn good at cheating.

For that matter, we’re pretty good at guarding against cheats too. It’s just that those with an interest in honesty are always one half-step behind in the evolutionary race.

The card tables at the Woodland Redoubt were secured within null cages: charged superconducting cages surging with bursts of electricity that were randomized in real-time response to its occupants’ brain patterns. Radio communications and spy devices couldn’t see through, and an optical shimmer shroud distorted the view just enough that you couldn’t see the cards from the outside.

In theory.

In practice, even though the house was theoretically neutral on the tables it provided, in practice the games were rigged whenever the house wanted them to be. Courtesy of an imp – an alien species whose multiple eyes running in a band across its head could see far beyond the visual spectrum. Our former alien masters had used selective breeding and direct genetic manipulation to enhance the imps’ naturally superior perception, and they had been employed as military scouts or adjuncts to artificial surveillance. The imp sitting quietly in a dark corner could see the unique sequence of energy flashes emitted by each card in a marked deck. She in turn bounced a microwave comm signal off the ceiling to other covert house employees, who gave visual signals instructing the house players at the tables how and when to win.

Very smart. Which is why I can only assume it was Silky who figured it out.

Give him his due, though; being a slimy data thief gave Chikune some usefully disreputable skills. The oaf bumped into the ring of security around the imp deliberately, rather than due to his normal clumsiness, and dropped an EM pulser into a jacket pocket of the nearest heavy before apologizing and walking away.

In their weaponized form bred by the White Knights, imps can be incredibly useful, but pushing them into preternatural levels of sensitivity has also left them notoriously unreliable. The one employed by Woodland Redoubt was suddenly overwhelmed by such an intense migraine that she couldn’t even see the EM pulses that were causing her distress.

She fled.

Silky couldn’t see the cards of rival players but she could glance inside their heads. It was an edge, and that was all she needed.

She began her winning streak, backing away from time to time and losing to hide her advantage.

By the time she was up two thousand shillings, some members of the crowd began taking an interest in the mysterious hooded woman, who was made up to look like a Wolf with hexagonal scales of yellows and greens.

True Wolves – not fakes such as César – are half-lobotomized humans with the aggression dial turned beyond 10, designed by alien geneticists who had wanted to create a terror weapon. The result terrifies me, all right, and the subsequent Wolfish ritual of deliberately infecting themselves with an alien skin parasite only reinforces that Wolves are beyond badass, and deep into the realms of the psychotically insane.

So why anyone lucid would want to ape the distinctive coloration of alien skin parasites was beyond me, but apparently for some human women, going about Port Zahir painted as a Wolf was a thing. And given the grin that wouldn’t leave Silky’s face while Shahdi painted her, this bizarre fashion was not unique to humans.

Despite or because of her bizarre look, when this wannabe Wolf had cleaned out one of the initial competitors at her table, there was a rush to fill his place at the seven-player skat table. The lucky newcomer’s appearance suggested he was a successful middle-aged businessman, and his frequent glances at the daring young hooded woman betrayed his ignorance that she wasn’t a woman at all.

Silky led the infatuated businessman by the nose until he had convinced himself that he had tamed the girl made up like a Wolf: he offered her a 3000-shilling side bet.

Electricity must have arced through the charged atmosphere. The optical shimmer shroud only extended a short distance above the table, which meant the crowd could see the challenge in the businessman’s leer, and Silky’s response of the innocent human smile I had taught her when she first stumbled into my life.

She lost the hand.

It’s just as well I wasn’t watching from Chikune’s perspective because I would have groaned in despair. Humanity is a diverse family of fractured tribes, but the game of three-player skat is a universal part of the human experience except, bizarrely, on Earth itself where it’s been forgotten. This was the seven-player version with non-human card symbols and complex betting rules. Silky may have lost the hand, but the businessman lost more, and his side bet with it.

Over the next few hands, she cleaned him out without mercy. My guess is that Silky saw in the businessman’s mind what he wanted the pretty Wolf girl to do to win back her initial losses, and she didn’t like that one bit.

The businessman left, humiliated, but there was jostling and money changing hands to take his place.

Somewhere beneath my feet, Silky was gearing up to hustle these new entrants.

“It’s too easy,” I mumbled. “And she’s too aggressive.”

“Trust her,” said Shahdi. “She’s up over twenty grand. At this rate we’ll have won back the debt by morning.”

I wasn’t interested in a debate. Shahdi idolized my wife for some reason that escaped me. In my long life I’d seen too much that was good taken away from me to trust in anything but backup, my friends, and constant preparation.

I made another equipment check on our Fermi drills. If Chikune and Silky got into trouble, the bunker-busting drills I’d borrowed from the K’Teene engineers would cut through the ground into the underground gambling arena within seconds.

If we had to rescue them, we expected to be outnumbered, but we would sure have the advantage of surprise.

Without any visuals, I had to imagine how Silky was acting. I pictured her black lips pulled back into a half smile that hinted at dimples on her painted face, perfectly calculated to look overconfident yet not mocking. I was still trying to figure out my wife. She like to put about that she was as hard as armor plating, but I could see the scared person within, cast by fate into an ocean of loneliness and desperate to find a safe harbor, or at least a calming respite from the buffeting winds.

But give her a mission with defined parameters, and she had balls the size of planetoids, and was as cool as the deep void.

If it had been me down there, I’d be sweating and twitching as if I’d swallowed nerve gas. But at least I’d be fretting less than I was up here.

I was about to make another equipment check when our luck ran out.

The security heavy Chikune had ‘accidentally’ bumped into earlier, marched inside the null cage around Silky’s game and slammed the EMP device down onto the blue baize table.

Chikune had just enough time to warn us that Silky had been rumbled before he too was surrounded by large people with an unfriendly demeanor.

Within seconds, the tip of my Fermi drill was glowing in ethereal blue, and I was silently gouging a hole into the ground when Sel-en-Sek reported in. Chikune must have slipped him a comm device too, proving that even idiots can have good ideas if you wait around long enough.

“They’re heading north,” Sel-en-Sek said. “I’m in pursuit.”

I turned off the drill. Shahdi and César looked up in surprise. “Whether they’re gonna shoot them or interrogate them first,” I explained, “they’ll do it away from the public area. Better to drop in over their heads than to jump down into the main gambling area and proceed from there.”

“We won’t know where to dig,” César protested.

“I will,” I replied. “I can hear her.”

I bit my tongue because I wasn’t as sure as I made out. I mean, I could hear her call for help and sense that she was moving north toward the woods, but that was a far cry from the echolocation we had used to pinpoint and then map out the gambling area.

The other two knew better than to argue and so we cooled our drills, unhitched our ropes, and set off in a pursuit that took us north through the fake ruined parking lot and out into the very real wood.


—  CHAPTER 42  —

When the point of origin of Silky psychic cries slowed its motion, I ordered my team to fasten our ropes to the trees and readied to drill down to make a dramatic underground rescue.

We never had the chance. Silky’s head screams were moving topside – toward us at the surface.

Sure enough, a concealed hatch opened out of the woodland floor, and Silky and Chikune stumbled out to the surface with their hands bound – he with a pistol against his back, and she with her hood down, revealing her kesah-kihisia head lumps that even the dimmest individual would recognize from the wanted posters.

We faced four opponents and three would-be rescuers. Of Sel-en-Sek there was no sign or contact.

It was an affront against nature but I prioritized Chikune over Silky. I told myself I was going for the only gun on open display. I jumped out from hiding and tapped Chikune’s guard on the shoulder.

“Can I help torture him?” I asked, hopefully.

I admit I feel a little guilt about this, because the guard might’ve been about to say, “Yes, of course you can, sir. Please be my guest.”

But before I gave him a chance to make that reply, my fist smacked so hard into the side of his head, that by the time I shattered his arm and relieved him of his pistol, he was already senseless.

I looked for a target to threaten with the gun, but two of them were already subdued and on their knees, and Silky was scything a kick to the back of the knees of the only one left standing. Not bad for someone with her wrists bound.

What can I say? We were Revenge Squad and we were very good at hitting people.

But maybe we needed more work on our tactical awareness. As we undid the bonds of our two companions, Sel-en-Sek revealed himself. He emerged, gagged and hands bound, from another concealed hatch twenty meters away, covered by three human men and one Pavnix. The humans had shotguns, the alien an SA-71 carbine – a serious weapon indeed. The firepower had just escalated several orders of magnitude and we didn’t stand a chance.

I dropped the pistol, and those of us unbound raised our hands high, which prompted one of the men to rush over to retrieve the gun and then check the slumped figure of the man whose arm I’d broken. His friend was still alive – what more did he expect? – but the rage in his face when he glared up at me didn’t bode well. “You’ll pay for this,” he snarled in case I couldn’t figure that out for myself.

“Oh, but he will,” said the Pavnix. “Never mind about Daniel. Don’t you know who we’ve found? The Kurlei is worth ten grand, but that’s NJ McCall, and with the latest update, he’s worth seventy thousand. We’re rich.”

“Sorry, darling,” I told my wife. “But I’m worth seven of you. I’d complain if I could but I don’t choose the numbers.”

Yeah, and I knew why too. I was the one who could connect the mayor to the Grotesque and her escape. I knew far too much to be allowed to live.

I told myself that while we were alive we had a chance. Caccamo had pulled some surprises out of the hat before and maybe he would do so again. But once my hands were clipped behind me, my hope drained into the woodland floor.

This was it. We were completely in their power. These jerks only wanted the reward money on us, but soon we would be passed up the food chain to somebody whose main wish in life was to see us dead, and as quickly as possible.

Shadowy figures approached through the trees, reinforcements I assumed, ready to spirit us away to our deaths.

Back when I’d misunderstood Uncle Schaek’s tea-and-singing ceremony, and challenged Koelb-Ndo to combat, I’d been surprised by his speed. But the Tail of the K’Teene had been a grizzled old warrior. Now I learned that Littorane youngsters are faster still.

My adopted clan cousins emerged from the trees in near silence, their legs splaying out to either side in a manner the looked ungainly but shifted them from cover to striking distance at lightspeed. And when your main melee weapon was a five-foot-long tail, you close quickly.

The first wave of Littoranes stamped down with one front foot and swung their rears around like a synchronized heavy truck display team on black ice. The woods cracked with sonic booms as they flicked their tails to send metal-wrapped tips slicing through wrists and ankles.

Four seconds later, the second Littorane wave hit, no less fast but with time to pick their targets carefully. But no targets were left.

My gaze never left the SA-71 which dropped to the grass – accompanied by a severed alien wrist and an arm removed at the shoulder.

Then the third wave approached, bearing tourniquets and emergency med-kits. Also in that wave was Clesselwed.

I was rooted to the spot – my heart beating 10,000 per minute and my jaw open but too shocked to scream. The sight of Clewie allowed me to breathe again. Man, I was pleased to see her.

She hissed at me, flicking her armored tail in a rapid side-to-side motion. I sucked in a sharp breath. Clesselwed was not pleased to see me.

With a hard shove here and a tail slap there, the Littoranes lined us up beneath the trees, the guns they’d retrieved not exactly trained on us but not exactly pointed away either.

Clesselwed cut Silky’s bonds and then padded back and forth before the Revenge Squad section, trooping us in silence as if we were disgraced soldiers who had brought shame to an entire army. Five minutes earlier, I would have burst out laughing at this disgruntled young amphibian whose legs turned to rubber when I rubbed her head. But there was nothing amusing about the severed body parts littering the woodland floor.

I gave her a minute to work out her anger and then I was going to broach a human topic of conversation. Like, for instance, shouldn’t we be getting the hell outta there?

But she dashed behind me, pushed against the back of my legs to make me stumble, and then slapped me on the back of the head hard enough to suck the color from my vision.

I heard a shattered-crystal cry beside me. When the spinning stopped, I glanced across at Silky who, sure enough, was wincing as she rubbed the back of her head.

The others didn’t receive the same punishment, probably just as well in Sel-en-Sek’s case who was swaying without his crutches.

“Uncle Schaek told you to keep unobserved,” Clewie accused. “You have both transgressed. It is good that he will not officially learn of your disobedience because your punishment would be severe, and your expulsion probable.”

She came around to our front and glared up at us while we stood at attention. “We give you aid and new meaning in your time of need and you repay this with insubordination.” She rose up and shoved her snout in my face. “Did our welcome mean nothing to you?”

“Forgive us,” said Silky, “but Revenge Squad is also a tight-knit family, and Honored Uncle Schaek wishes us to be the bridge between both families.” Clesselwed turned her glare on my wife. “We are here because one of your new Revenge Squad cousins is in great danger, and we cannot abandon him despite the peace and safety with which the K’Teene have privileged us.”

Clesselwed drew her head back in surprise when Silky suddenly began fumbling at her clothing, throwing her hooded robe to the ground and pulling her shirt up to her shoulders to reveal the flesh beneath.

“Inspect my wounds,” said Silky. “The people you fought with are a danger to my family.”

The Littorane inspected the naked torso presented to her, flicking her long tongue mere millimeters above Silky’s skin. Was it really only four days since I’d been forced to watch her receive the message from Mr. Lee? Against her pallid skin, the yellow and lilac bruises were still vivid enough to make my muscles twitch in rage.

“They taste painful,” said Clewie. “These humans did this to you?” she asked, indicating with her tail the security team groaning, unconscious, or kneeling with hands on heads.

“Yes,” Silky lied.

Our Littorane family transformed into a frightening sea of hissing and aggressive tail flicking.

“What are you playing at?” I threw at Silky. “You’ve just seen what this lot can do. Do you want to start a war?”

“Explain,” Clewie demanded of me.

“The people who attacked Silky work for Mr. Lee. He loaned the money to Sel-en-Sek’s friend and Sel-en-Sek has been trying to win the money to pay off the debt. The people who were holding us prisoner work for Woodland Redoubt.”

“What I say is true,” said Silky hotly. “The matters are linked. I was attacked because that gambling house beneath our feet has been cheating Sel-en-Sek, our family member.”

“Your wife has a better grasp of logic than you,” Clewie told me.

I was surprised at how much her accusation burned. “Okay,” I said. “Let’s see, according to fish logic, we should burn down that building and kill everyone inside. Is that what you want?”

“Don’t be absurd,” snapped Clewie. “We have K’Teene observers inside. We should extract them first, and then we shall kill everyone else.”

The Littoranes threw up a picket guard and the remainder began discussing an attack plan, ignoring the disgraced humans and Kurlei, despite the fact that we had carried out tactical planning for a living.

“See this?” I said to Silky. “This is a new holy war. Look what you’ve started.”

“Holy war?” said Clewie, leaving her command huddle to come over and be disappointed with me in person. “I defecate on your holy war. This is personal. This is blood. Our family is dishonored. Your wife was beaten. How can you be so calm?”

It was right about that point that I began to wonder what I had gotten myself into by hooking up with these Littoranes. “Wait!” I said. “Talking of dishonor, what about Uncle Schaek? He said to lie low. That means no massacres for you, young lady.”

“Your human logic is slippery,” she replied. Since we’d met, she’d upgraded to a top-rated translator model, which allowed a limited amount of dynamics. I think she was speaking admiringly, but from what little I knew of Littorane body language, Clesselwed and her tail-flicking K’Teene gang were still firmly in kill mode.

I was saved by a column of armed security emerging from the blockhouse, and another from the fake ruined warehouse. Both were heavily armed with enough illegal weapons that using them would result in awkward questions, time in jail, and bribes that would make our seventy-grand reward money look like pocket change.

Clewie looked one way and then another, her jittery body trembles transforming her from terrifying kick-ass alien to scared teenager.

Before you could say enfilade fire, she reached a conclusion. “In the spirit of interspecies inclusiveness, I shall adopt your knotted human logic. Therefore, let us depart in haste.”

Not for the first time since that night aboard the Spirit of Progress, I fled as fast as my half-healed leg would carry me, though not before making sure that César had picked up Sel-en-Sek and was carrying the old sailor over his broad shoulder.


—  CHAPTER 43  —

We holed up overnight under a bridge crossing the Djenix Spur of the canal. The bridge’s denizens didn’t need chasing off – one look of Littoranes and humans in alliance was enough to put them to flight. Had that frequent wartime sight really become so unusual?

After dawn we took a circuitous backstreets route, intending to first drop off the Littoranes and Littorane-wannabees at the K’Teene clan compound before the others dispersed. On the way we told ourselves that we would figure a solution to Mr. Lee, but we were too drained to add that to the impossible problems we needed to solve.

The list of complex problems trying to get me killed was so long that it felt intolerably unjust for one of the trickiest to be simply traveling through the city. Messing with Mr. Lee’s operations had placed getting from A to B firmly at the top of the list.

My bones insisted I do something about it. They had reached an age where they were fine with me hobbling away from explosions and wrestling with alien amphibians, so long as there was a hot drink and a warm bed at the end of the day. Lying on a patch of broken brick and used needles, while cooled by the musty condensation dripping off the underside of a canal bridge had not been my idea of cozy.

But how could I fix this?

Caccamo had been in contact, claiming he could fend off the mayor and the police while we sorted out Mr. Lee without getting ourselves arrested, dead, or both. In case we’d forgotten, Sel-en-Sek reminded us constantly that we had two days left to stump up over 200,000 shillings or, like Silverberg, his ex-lover would become a late ex-lover.

Some battles you don’t win. Cutting your losses and getting out while you still can is hard – those losses hurt – but making the decision to bug out is harder still. I floated the idea with my ghosts: should I stay under cover? They were adamant I had to help Sel-en-Sek, which made me feel much more at ease. I don’t mind taking risks, so long as they aren’t stupid ones.

Risks in my case included moving about Port Zahir with my face plastered over every newsfeed, and every wall and window that could take a poster… it made life kind of awkward. I’d shaved off my beard and hair, which helped but wasn’t a good enough disguise to rely upon. Not in human areas.

But most Littoranes were incapable of telling one human from another, except maybe to discern whether we were Marine, Spacer, or mixed race. Here in the Littorane Danin-Frans District my disguise was absolute, and Silky’s deep hood – which brought awkward memories back of the Grotesque – shielded her too.

Which is why, when the ambush struck, we were traveling along Noscham-Vedic Street, on the edge of the Littorane district, reasoning that with all the recent Littorane-human trouble, the border zone would have the fewest prying eyes.

I wasn’t a stranger to Noscham-Vedic Street. Before all the inter-species tension had flared up, its Littorane residents would have stepped aside politely rather than risk getting in my way. Not everyone, it’s true, but Littoranes settled into large family groups were excruciatingly meek when on their own.

That had changed.

Despite Clewie’s Littorane escort clearing our way, I’m sure a last vestige of that meekness was all that prevented the local Littoranes from attacking us. I didn’t like the look of the metal many had wrapped around their tail tips. I’d seen what that could do.

Our stale ideas about how to tackle Kelker-Jay’s case dwindled away altogether as we strained to scan every side alley, rooftop, and doorway for potential attackers.

So when the ambush finally struck, we saw it coming.

It surprised the hell out of us anyway.


—  CHAPTER 44  —

It was the least threatening ambush I’d ever seen. Instead of tripod-mounted heavy weapons on the rooftops, a hundred grim-faced gangsters, and aerial combat drones, just one man waylaid us, stepping casually out of an amphibian fashion retailer to block our path along the sidewalk.

He wasn’t even very big – just a little Spacer, tall enough to reach my shoulders if he stood on tiptoe, although he was built heavily for one of his race. In fact, he was so massively built that if he chose to struggle, I would be forced to use both hands to grab him about the windpipe and pick him up off the ground.

He was armed only with menace, but that was enough to bring me to a halt because I recognized him as the little veck who had ordered Silky’s beating.

Silky was still learning to tell one human from another, I rushed over to her and put a restraining arm around her just before her kesah-kihisia flashed with sudden fury. Yep. She’d recognized him all right. The rage sparking off her was inducing flashes in my vision.

“Who elected you the sensible one?” she said through her translator speaker, her jaws snapping as if snatching flies from the air.

“I blame my ghosts,” I said, not sure myself why I wasn’t pummeling this Spacer into the sidewalk. “Hear what he has to say first, and then you can hurt him as much as you like.”

The Spacer looked like a wrinkled boy but he showed no fear as he stood beneath Silky and looked up at her. “Do you really think I came here alone?”

Silky was too angry to speak, so I took that pleasure for myself. I grinned at the little man. “Yes.”

I watched his face drain of blood as he tried and failed to contact his backup team.

“Did you think we would come alone, Shorty?”

Damn! It was a good line, but its impact bounced off him. I had wanted a chance to explain that Clewie and her gang of Ndeki admirers were acting as flank guards and diplomatic wranglers as we traveled through the Littorane zone, but all the Spacer did was incline his head. I half expected him to say ‘touché’ but instead he said, “Mr. Lee sends his compliments and requests your presence.”

As if the absence of venom and threat in his voice was not strange enough, he then added a word that came as naturally to his lips as a snowstorm to the corona of a blazing star.

“Please.”

When we didn’t react appropriately, he took a calming breath and went still further. “Mr. Lee extends his apologies for our earlier misunderstanding, and wishes to offer a gift in recompense. If you would kindly allow me to escort you–”

“If Mr. Lee wants to say sorry,” said Silky, “he could write off Kelker-Jay’s debt for a start.”

“Already done,” mumbled Shorty, who clearly preferred pulling the arms off people to giving them good news.

“Say that again,” asked Sel-en-Sek who was off his crutches and began swaying in response to this change in circumstances.

Shorty sighed heavily. “Mr. Lee has already paid off your friend’s debt. His hospital bills are also being taken care of, as is a small sum to compensate for the inconvenience.”

“Well?” Sel-en-Sek asked Silky. I didn’t blame him. It’s one thing to look gift horses in the mouth, but it’s quite another to believe a brutal loan shark has just become your best friend.

Silky circled around the Spacer, leaning in closely and shaking her kesah-kihisia aggressively.

I was glad to leave my Kurlei to her little game because I was desperately worried about Clewie.

I raised the young Littorane on the radio. I know. I know. It was silly, because if she needed help she would have asked but I worried about her gang. I’d seen what they were capable of but they were only kids, and Lee would have surrounded himself with professional killers.

“Anyone hurt?” I asked.

“Yes,” Clewie replied. I felt a sudden chill. This wouldn’t be the first time young admirers of mine had set out to impress me, only to get themselves killed.

“Anyone… Permanently retired?” I asked, terrified of what the answer might be.

“Oh, no. A few fractures and a lot of bruises. That’s all. Your species is so easily damaged, Honored Cousin.”

“I don’t care about them,” I shouted. “Are you hurt? Your team, I mean.”

At her hesitation, I began to fear the worst, but she replied, “You care about me and my cousins over your own kind.”

“What are you saying? Clesselwed, you are my own kind. We’re all K’Teene, right? Or has the last week been a drunken fantasy, and I’m about to wake up in a storm drain with a brutal hangover?”

“We are fit and eager, Honored Ndeki. Your concern is touching but an unnecessary distraction. Please return your attention to the small human.”

The small human in question must have read me with ease because as soon as I cut the link he asked, “Are my people injured?”

I shrugged. “How should I know? This is a Littorane area. Humanoids are no longer welcome here, or haven’t you been watching the news? Silky, do we believe him or shall we feed him to our fishy allies?”

“He genuinely believes what he says.”

“Let’s assume that’s true,” I said. “I’m still not buying this. Why the change of heart? Does Lee like us all of a sudden?”

The Spacer cheered up a little. “Mr. Lee would like to take your fat Marine head in his hands and squeeze until your skull shatters and your brains pop. Then he would enjoy hacking off your Kurlei’s tentacles with a blunt knife. I imagine he’s fantasizing about that right now, Mr. McCall. No, he is not your friend, but luckily for all of you there is one individual that Mr. Lee is accountable to, and she wishes to pay a debt to you.”

The Grotesque. It had to be. I had no idea she was so influential. I began to wonder once again whether she was one and the same as Mrs. Gregory, the gangster I had encountered in Tata City. The two didn’t look alike and certainly didn’t sound the same. Even so, too many characteristics overlapped. Gangsters feared Mrs. Gregory and I was prepared to put my trust in that. “Okay, Shorty. Take us to your leader.”


—  CHAPTER 45  —

We were taken to a restaurant called the Smuggler’s Accord that nestled in the interstitial streets between Littorane and Human districts. If this area had once been a haunt of smugglers then that had been long before my arrival in Port Zahir. I had known this border region as a cosmopolitan place bursting with cultural fusion. Now it was finding a new role as neutral ground, a natural hangout for scum such as Lee.

We left Clewie and the rest of Section ‘C’ guarding our route to the courtyard outside while a diminutive human woman in a silken hood beckoned us to a back room. There she melted into the shadows while we enjoyed our audience with Lee.

The former Spacer was tucking into an expensive-looking brunch consisting of something meaty inside latticed pastry, and served on a plate that was three sizes beyond necessary. From within a small bowl set into the plate, a steaming maroon sauce emitted an aroma of spices and fruit.

Lee undid his napkin and folded it neatly on the table.

Silky stepped forward and confronted the small man.

“Please, Madam,” Lee told her. “There have been unfortunate misunderstandings on both sides. Let us call a truce before this worsens.”

“On both sides?” said Silky. “Seems to me that there is a lot of evening up on our part to do first.”

His face stiffened. “Try telling that to my members of staff with severed limbs who were only trying to keep customers safe at my Woodland Redoubt venue.”

My heart sank. So the gambling den had been Mr. Lee’s… The mess Clewie’s people had made of his men wasn’t the kind of thing gangsters could forgive.

“I have decided to forgive you,” said Lee uncannily, as if mocking my thoughts, “I have paid off the debt.”

“That is the business of Sel-en-Sek and Kelker-Jay,” said Silky with quiet menace. “It doesn’t begin to pay off your debt to me.”

“Nor the interest,” I snarled.

Lee’s face flushed red and his eyes popped as if he’d been hurled out an airlock into the void. I’ve never seen anyone with a red-hot poker shoved up their backside, but I imagine if I did, it would look like Lee. He took panicked gasps, trying to gulp down the discomfort, but cried out as if the imaginary poker was twisting around in his bowels. He looked up at Silky through pain-rimmed eyes. “I apologize to you, ma’am.”

Lee was fascinating to watch. He wasn’t just uncomfortable about what he was saying. Given the sweat on his face and his gasps that were nearly screams, he was feeling genuine pain. Lots of pain.

With a last twist of agony, whatever influence possessed Lee released him. His head slumped toward the table. I was hoping for his head to land in his expensive pie, but he stopped himself an inch from his dinner. For a second, he held himself there. Then he picked up his napkin, fastened it into this shirt and resumed his meal as if nothing had happened.

It looked as if our audience was over.

The woman who had beckoned us in, and who looked a little like Silky with her smart silken hood – gestured for us to now leave.

This was the most dangerous part of the meeting. I was alert to triggers, tripwires, gas, darts, and ambushers crashing through the roof and the windows. But no, nothing. With Clewie blocking the kitchen door and slapping her tail against the wall whenever the staff inside piped up in protest, we hooked up with Shahdi who escorted us out into the courtyard without incident.

It was a rectangular, pretty affair with high, brick walls for privacy and tranquility, and to concentrate the sweet floral aromas. In a sunken ornamental garden at its center, Nolog and César took station like hideous painted statues. Chikune guarded the open, arched gate in the rear wall that gave a clear view of the path through the tangled brambles and ferns that led to the canal beyond. Young Littorane faces peered out from the undergrowth; I decided they were probably on our side.

It was a cleaner getaway than I had imagined possible. With the courtyard layout clear in my mind, I turned to face the restaurant’s interior and backpedaled toward the rear gate.

Textbook withdrawal!

Only two problems – Clewie was still inside, and instead of following me, Silky was rooted by the kitchen wall, rich cooking aromas pouring out from an open window above her. And was she glaring at our hooded escort?

I reached for her mind to encourage her to get a frakking move on, and recoiled when I felt her slipping degree by degree from hot anger to a much cooler murderous intent directed at Lee’s assistant.

I framed an idea in my mind and tried to send it to Silky: Leave her in peace.

“What is it?” asked Shahdi, walking back toward Silky.

The human façade slipped away from Silky, her face narrowing and a crest pushing against the top of her head. “Let’s end this particular problem once and for all,” she said.

Our rearguard, Clewie, left the restaurant at speed, chomping on a morsel she’d liberated from the kitchens. She almost fell over her own feet when she realized she’d blasted past the two humanoid females engaged in a staring contest.

“Are you ready to kill our enemies?” Silky asked Clewie.

The Littorane tilted her head at me. “What is she saying?”

Frakked if I knew.

“Something she would come to bitterly regret,” answered the woman, which was no help at all until she pulled back her hood and many things suddenly became starkly apparent.

She had changed her appearance even in the time since she had escaped her cell, becoming more human and losing a foot in height, but this was the Grotesque. I guessed Silky had recognized her true identity from the unique taste of her parasite-infested mind, but I wasn’t far behind. If the Grotesque could change height and pull that telepathic poker-up-ass trick on Lee, I didn’t doubt that she was also Mrs. Gregory.

“You won’t escape me this time,” Silky told her. “You and Lee. I will kill you both.”


—  CHAPTER 46  —

“No!” I shouted at Silky. “Leave her be.”

Clewie interposed her body between Silky and Gregory. “I fear to intervene,” said the Littorane, “because I do not wish to outswim my boundary, but Ndeki is correct, Honored Aunt Sylk. We have too many powerful enemies to invite another to kill us.”

Silky listened enough to keep her peace for now. But the grim tension on the other Revenge Squad faces said they were gearing up for a fight. Nolog reached inside his jacket and appeared to the outside world as if he were reaching to scratch an awkward itch. I knew him better. He was reaching for weapons he’d concealed within skin caches. Grenades probably.

“Heed the Littorane girl,” Gregory told Silky. “She’s got more sense than the rest of you put together.” She handed a small object to Clewie. “If you’re interested in progressing in this world, contact me.”

Clewie examined the object, which was a physical version of a contact card, waterproof and written in Littorane script.

“I made Mr. Lee swear to leave you alone,” Mrs. Gregory told us. “I have persuaded him that there are fates worse than death. If he displeases me, then he, his family, his friends, and their families will be caught within the wide net of retribution that I shall cast. All those within shall discover what it means to beg for death’s release.” The Earthborn woman gave an unearthly screeching laugh. “As will you if I am harmed.”

The sun rose over the trees that bounded the canal, throwing cheerful illumination over the two actors in this drama. And it did have an air of performance. Section ‘C’ and the Littoranes held back, but watched every movement. The kitchen had also gone ominously silent.

Gregory confronted Silky. Kurlei and Earthborn: they may have started life with similar builds, superficially far more alike than I was to my wife, but Silky was a killer honed to physical perfection while Gregory was a pitiable wreck of a person. Skin hung off her in crusted folds, and the scars on her head spoke of a skull that had cracked open to make way for its expanding contents. The Gregory I had met in Tata-West had at least retained some grace to her poise, and when I’d encountered her as the Grotesque wreathed in her full power, she had scared the drent out of me yet captured my gaze as effortlessly as a goddess; this creature before me was different again. She flexed gently as she stood, as if her bones were transforming to rubber. And yet, through all this decay and deformity, I sensed that I was before the most dangerous being I had ever encountered.

“K’Teene-Joshua Sylk is such a lovely new name,” she said in a cracked, masculine voice that nonetheless carried an echo of her cultured Earthborn accent. “Oh, did I tell you that my organization spreads deep into the Littorane community?” Her voice deepened an octave, and sharpened into a poison-barbed blade. “Shall I tell you what gets the mayor’s boner?

“No,” I replied.

“It was the mayor who named me the Grotesque. Oh, he knew exactly who I was and how valuable I could be. But his obsession drives him. He is worse than the parasite inside my flesh that goads me to such dark acts. There is no alien within Philamon Dutch. He is all human, and he does not fight his depravity. He embraces it.”

She peered into Silky’s eyes, making her shudder.

“Yes, you understand me, Kurlei. My job offer to you still stands. And you may bring your husband too, if you must. But I shall repay your call to murder me with the curse of knowledge.”

“Don’t listen to her,” I urged, but everyone was rooted to the spot, myself included.

“Philamon Dutch gets his jacks off toying with deformed women,” said Gregory. “Beautiful women who are nonetheless deformed in some way, whether in their external appearance or inwardly. He enjoys punishing them for their deformities.” She turned to Silky. “Humans are a sickening race, alien, and on Klin-Tula you see us at our worst.”

A little of Gregory’s poise returned to her. She straightened and stiffened, regaining a veneer of her former humanity. “Just to be clear, people,” she said in the voice I remembered from Tata City, “We are all of us in business here. Unnecessary violence is an unnecessary expense. NJ and Silky – such a sweet couple – if you attack my junior associate, Mr. Lee, I shall be obliged to kill you all. And that would be a shame, since you saved my life, McCall. Our debt is cleared. Our paths will cross if you stay with Revenge Squad, and so I strongly advise you to take your impressive and exotic bride and flee somewhere safe. Unlike you, I appreciate her. You certainly married up in your case.”

“I can’t flee,” I said.

Gregory hissed inhumanly. “I don’t like the word can’t. Mostly it’s a word used by the weak who refuse to admit that they won’t. Why won’t you flee, McCall? Do you lack the imagination to leave Revenge Squad? Do you need to be given orders and structure from dawn to dusk?”

I thought of all the many reasons why I couldn’t leave. Caccamo and his cool spy stuff, the sense of belonging that was in such contrast to the isolation I had suffered on my farm, the curiosity about the secrets in the Cabal, and call me a naïve frakker but I believed Revenge Squad could be an important force for good, and then there were all the people who threatened to march Silky front of a firing squad for desertion if I didn’t do what they wanted. But there was one standout reason that mattered more than all the others put together.

“Why can’t I run, Mrs. Gregory? I think you know the answer. There’s nowhere to run to. The bad times are coming. No one will be immune. There is no place on Klin-Tula to hide.”

Gregory thought for a while. “That future is not inevitable, but I concede it is probable. This is why I am reluctant to kill you and your wife. If it were down to me, I’d hang you by your balls and force your wife to watch you die, but the parasite inside me thinks you will prove useful. I can overrule the parasite, but I lose a little of myself every time I do. Get in my way again and I won’t hesitate to pay the cost of eliminating you. This is your second strike. Three strikes and I retire you permanently.”

I had served on Earth and understood her reference, but not her conclusion. If we met a third time, I’d kill her without hesitation.

Nolog advanced meaningfully. His bunching fists raised a crest line along his knuckles like tectonic plates colliding.

“Stop!” I shouted.

“NJ,” said the Tallerman, “logic says we should kill her now. She is dangerous. So too is Mr. Lee. We kill them now. You’ll thank me in the morning.”

“Listen to me, Nolog. Mrs. Gregory is not as helpless as she looks.” Through the kitchen window, I heard the whining of a railgun charging. “Neither is Mr. Lee,” I added in a loud voice. “Together, we might be able to take down Mrs. Gregory, though some of us would not live through the experience. But that would only invite an overwhelming counter-attack that would wipe out every one of us and everyone we hold dear.” I glanced over to the Earthborn. “Am I right?”

“McCall is correct. I am not immortal, but my death would bring dire consequences.”

“Stop!” I shouted when I felt Silky’s mood sharpen to murderous levels. “You didn’t hear Gregory’s screams when the mayor tortured her. At the hands of our mutual enemy. She was violated.”

Silky glared at me with contempt flowing through her head. “You are weak,” she accused, drawing a knife. “Your weakness loosens my bond to you.”

“You yourself set me the agenda of mercy,” I said. “Or at least to think beyond simple violence, and I say I need to show Gregory mercy today. And so you must do so too. Lay down your weapon, Silky.”

“She’s too dangerous to live. So is Lee.”

“Is this the moment you turn on me?”

My friends hovered nearby, primed to intervene but how and for whom? Gregory seemed amused by our argument.

“If I spare her today,” said Silky, “you must give in return, human.”

“Okay. I’m listening.”

“You are weak. Diseased. Not meeting your potential. I will not and cannot follow you much longer in this state. And that would be the worst outcome for both of us. If I let that beast live, you must open your mind to me as far as I need to fix you.”

The last time she’d pushed for this, she’d talked about putting me in a coma. But I had no choice. “I agree.”

“That’s not enough. Swear on the memory of Sanaa. Swear on Bahati’s memory too.”

“I do so swear.”

“Swear on the memory of your daughter.”

Sanaa’s rage erupted like superheated lava spewing through my gorge. Such a cacophony of fury filled my head that I had to throw my arms out for balance.

“Swear!”

Speech was well-nigh impossible, but I managed to force a few words her way. “I. Detest. You.”

“You will swear to me.”

I searched the horrified faces of my friends but found no answers there. Clesselwed kept close enough to spring to my defense in a fight. Only Gregory appeared relaxed.

How dare Silky used my daughter against me in this way? The rage that heated me also broke our mental link, but I knew she would not do this lightly. My wife was trying to protect me, and I had to do this to protect her.

Friendships have their costs. So do marriages.

I took a deep breath and gave her what she wanted. “I swear on the memory of my daughter. I shall open my mind to you. And you had better be worth it, Kurlei.”

“I’m worth a hundred of you, human. You are weak, but I shall obey you in this matter. The infected freak shall live.” She pressed the tip of the blade against Gregory’s chest. “Go now!”

The Earth woman ignored Silky and gave me a smile of sympathy. “You do realize that if you surrender your mind to her, you will be her slave until the day she tires of you and throws you away like an empty shell casing. Her people manipulate minds, McCall. They toy with their prey and then cast them away. It’s what they are. It’s why I want your wife to work for me.”

With the slightest pressure on her blade, Silky cut through Gregory’s blouse and began to peel her, a thin red line drawing down her stomach.

Then she stopped – just giving a hint of what she was capable of – and allowed Gregory to back away into the restaurant.

“Remember what I said about the second strike,” said Gregory from the door. “Next time you get in my way, you will be dead before you even know I’m involved.”

——

We returned in a somber and silent mood through Littorane back alleys and side streets until Silky halted without warning. “The infested Earthborn woman is correct,” she said. “She implied I would be the perfect bait to lure the mayor to the place and time of our choosing.”

“Are you insane?” I screamed. I looked to the others, incredulous because they didn’t immediately deny this. “She’s your comrade, for frakk’s sake. Don’t let her do this. I forbid it, Silky.”

“Forbidding won’t work this time” she said. “Support me. It’s the only way. Chikune, contact Lieutenant Silverberg. Tell her we are bringing her a prominent fugitive to arrest. Me. Through me we can lure in the mayor. I’m not throwing myself away needlessly, but neither will I give up this chance. I want all of you to work out the details of how we take advantage of my move. Now go. Leave us with our Littorane cousins.”

——

“Why did you ignore me?” I asked when the others had gone, and Clewie had taken the hint to keep watch over us from a distance.

She looked at me thoughtfully. “I think you mean how. Back at the Slaughterhouse you forbade me to stop you going after the mayor, but that time you wanted to kill him and I did not, and so I had to yield to your objective. This time we share the same objective – to discredit the mayor and bring him to justice. I am in operational command here. This is my section and I lead. You do as I say.”

“But there must be a better way than to give yourself up.”

“So you keep saying. And yet no one can tell me what this better idea might be.”

We stood squared off for several seconds before her resolve crumbled. I felt her mind switch, as if with one sharp pull, the desperation of our plight had ripped away her kick-ass layer to expose the far more vulnerable person within.

“NJ, I’m frightened. Hold me.”

I folded my arms around her for a long time until our trembling eased.


—  CHAPTER 47  —

I lowered my binoculars and forced myself to close my eyes for a few moments, a surveillance ritual that had been pointless ever since the eyes I had been born with were blown out the front of my head. The replacements never experienced fatigue but I took advantage of the break to attempt conversation once more with my partner on this mission. “Do you think Silverberg will help?” I asked. “She’s not given us anything useful yet.”

“If she helps,” Sel-en-Sek replied, “it will be to get us killed.”

Eyes still closed, I waited for his elaboration, but none was forthcoming. Sel-en-Sek always chose his words with the precision of a nano-engineer, which meant he knew something he wasn’t telling, or he thought he did. Either way, he was he was an annoying pig-licking wixerer.

I was so fed up with his funk that I was just about ready to hit the annoying veck. Normally I couldn’t shut him up if I wanted to. I ducked beneath the low wall that ringed the roof of the apartment block, and regarded my friend. Bald head, beard like a white spearhead, black studded earrings and mythical (I hoped) sea monsters tattooed down his neck that sank beneath the collar of his sea-green leather coat, which was artfully distressed with what appeared to be white stains from briny spray. At first glance, Sel-en-Sek was so obviously a child of the sea that you expected to see webbed feet beneath his polished boots, the result of a grandmother who’d had a scandalous love affair with a Littorane.

He was wet sailor through to the skin and deeper, but his appearance was artfully cultivated, and far from having just stepped off an ocean-going battleship, Sel-en-Sek was the most fastidiously clean individual I’d ever known.

Until recently.

Sel-en-Sek’s spirit was crumpled and unwashed. No matter how cool his leather coat looked, it couldn’t cover that.

“You still love him,” I accused with uncharacteristic insight born of frustration at Sel-en-Sek’s moodiness these past weeks.

He nodded. “When I arrived at Port Zahir I contacted the brethren of course.”

“You mean you announced your presence as a Klin-Tula Maritime stockholder?”

“Yes, the very same. He was there – my Kelker-Jay – in the yard where I met the local branch of the brethren. His back was turned but I instantly knew it was him, and with as much certainty I also knew I wasn’t over him. I’d fooled myself for years that I’d moved on. That foolishness died in a heartbeat.”

“He dumped you, right?”

I sensed Sel-en-Sek tense his muscles, but then release them. He knew me too well to expect sugared words to come from my mouth. “Kelker-Jay explained that he needed to see the world, to know more people before settling for any one man.”

“Mate, your boy was in a hole to the tune of 200,000 shillings, and he couldn’t do a thing about it stuck in a hospital pod. Now that you’ve helped sort him out, isn’t that a passport back to his rack?”

“I doubt it,” Sel-en-Sek replied sullenly. “But to do something dangerous, to risk everything for someone else and expect nothing in return. I would do that again for him in a heartbeat. It’s as good a definition of love as anything. Frakk it. Can’t your wife do something to my head to blast away my capacity for love? It’s a disease, chronically overrated by old dogs like us who should know better.”

His words brought a volley of dismay from my spinal column. My ghosts and I didn’t agree with him. “Perhaps,” I said carefully, “but I know for sure that you overrate that preening skangat if he doesn’t appreciate you.” I clapped my hand over my friend’s shoulder. “If I didn’t know this would upset you, when Kelker-Jay gets out of hospital I would break a few of his bones, put him right back inside, and keep on doing it until I was sure he’d thought carefully about how much he’s hurt you.”

Sel-en-Sek laughed, a deep and resonating sound. At least that part of him wasn’t broken; he had a proper man’s laugh, at odds with the sullen teenager he was impersonating. “Don’t think I haven’t imagined doing the same,” he said. “Won’t help, though, NJ. He is more stubborn than anyone I know. Take your pigheadedness, Silky’s independent spirit – except where you’re concerned, of course – and add Nolog-Ndacu’s willingness to sit on a proposal for a few centuries until he’s had time to think things through properly. Add that all up and you’re still not close to Kelker-Jay’s stubbornness.”

“Still, 200,000 big ones, saving his life, and all in the company of a handsome old warrior like me… Come on, that’s got to add to your appeal in his eyes.”

“NJ, thanks. Really. Now shut your vulley hole.”

“Love hurts,” I told him in an angry whisper. “If it didn’t, then it wouldn’t be love. Be a man, Sel-en-Sek. Get drunk, brawl, explode your load into someone who gets you, and repeat until you’re ready to fall in love all over again.”

My sage advice was forged in the fire of long experience, but Sel-en-Sek ignored me anyway.

I ignored him right back. Besides, we had a job to do: conducting some overdue recon of the mayor’s base of operations. Just in case we decided to pay him a visit.

I raised my binoculars to my eyes and adjusted my vision to motion-sensitive mode, scanning the southern perimeter of the mayor’s residence at Three Sisters Fields, nestled in the heights above the city.

This was the second vantage point we had scanned from so far, and the more we saw, the more impregnable our target seemed.

The mayor’s home was a palace in all but name, surrounded by tree-lined avenues and with a fussy garden alongside the main residential building that Sel-en-Sek called a parterre. Then there were shady glades, a pile of building debris that my more cultured companion called a folly and supposedly resembled a ruined Roman temple, an ornamental lake, and a graveled outdoor amphitheater ringed with statues depicting an age when human women saw no need to leave the house wearing any more than a plumed bronze helmet, optionally accessorized with a trident. I wasn’t even sure they were human. Most of them had something different: cloven hooves, an avian head or two human ones, and the mayor definitely had a thing for crossing humans with Littoranes to arrive at a result with sexy gills and long heavy tails sneaking out of hips flared with human femininity.

And if the mayor’s asteroids grew full at the thought of girls with a dash of the inhuman, then his dirty secret was free from the prying eyes of anyone who wasn’t prepared to scale the roof of a tower block and arm themselves with binoculars. His residence was a perfect retreat for a person of stature, cut off from the sight of lesser mortals. If we could get inside then I could turn that isolation into an advantage, but getting inside didn’t look simple.

But I was running ahead of ourselves. Caccamo had consistently reminded us to stay well clear of the mayor while he sorted him out. But Silky’s scouting orders frightened the crap out of me because I feared that meant she was preparing to offer herself to him as bait.

Maybe if I had my SA-71 carbine, and lost this mental blockage that made me the comedy ex-Marine who couldn’t pull the trigger, then I would misinterpret Silky’s instructions as a reconnaissance in force, and simply shoot the mayor. Then there would be no more need for stupid talk about bait. But my gun had been impounded together with all the other toys the police had found, and even I would think twice about assaulting this position armed with only a knife and a pair of binoculars.

Especially since the external perimeter was looking impregnable to any intruder without serious kit.

This first barrier was a twenty-foot high razor fence that led to a minefield finished off with antipersonnel laser pods every thirty feet.

The views from the residential area in the center of the compound looked out onto trees, fake ruins, and stone women with tridents, but beyond them we had so far identified four half-sunken bunkers that looked out across an open killing ground onto the triple-layer perimeter.

Sel-en-Sek was still going through the motions of sketching the interior of the grounds, but we all knew that once we checked out the target from every direction we would find the bunkers had a clear view of the entire perimeter and interlocking fields of fire.

“The main gate is how we’ll get through,” I told Sel-en-Sek. “There’s no point trying to sneak in. We have to assemble overwhelming firepower and–”

Movement… behind us!

I rolled along the damp plas-crete, reaching for my knife and was a heartbeat away from throwing it but… it was just a bird.

Sel-en-Sek had his pistol drawn at the intruder but managed not to fire.

It was a gaibolga gull: a sea bird with a vicious beak and a telescopic barbed tongue that it could use to stab fish out the sea, and pastries out of your hand. The thing was only a foot high, but the way its red eyes looked down its beak at us, it seemed to be weighing up whether we would be good to eat.

“I think you’re outgunned this time, my friend,” I told the bird. It agreed and flew off giving a raucous warning call that made us both duck out of sight beneath the low wall.

We crawled thirty feet along the roof and waited before showing our heads again. As I did I thought of how that bird had the freedom to ignore such silly human concerns as razor wire and bunkers.

“They’d shoot drones out the sky,” I said, “but what if we attached a camera to one of those birds?”

“Save it for later,” said Sel-en-Sek. “The little boss will do worse than kill me if we’re spotted. Told me she’d bite off my balls, cook them, and make me watch her eat.”

“Tell you what,” I said, getting comfortable with my back laid flat along the roof, “do you a deal. I won’t recruit a gaibolga to the cause if you explain why you think we should keep our distance from Silverberg.”

The sigh he gave in reply was taut with anger.

“I saw her influence on that cop, Frennan,” I told him. “She still commands loyalty and after learning what the mayor was getting up to in her station house, she hates his guts.”

Sel-en-Sek regarded me wide-eyed, as if I’d answered my own question. “Have you asked yourself why someone’s trying to discredit Silverberg? Why go to that trouble when a dart or a bullet would do the job?”

“Of course I have,” I snapped. “They don’t want to risk what a murder inquiry might turn up.”

“Precisely. A popular officer starts talking about corruption and gets herself murdered. That sort of thing challenges the honest cops to take a stand, to ask questions. But if a corrupt cop starts whining after it emerges that she was literally in bed with gangsters, who would risk all to back her?”

“Yeah,” I said. “I get that. But you’re not naming suspects.”

“Port Zahir PD was deliberately starved of money for decades. Suddenly, money and resources are no problem. Who’s behind that? The mayor. It’s his big policy initiative – his vote winner. Who’s so confident he’s got the police department on his side that he plays his sicko games in their cells? Whose need to own the department is threatened if it contains even one honest cop prepared to speak out whatever the cost?”

“OK…” I started but it was not okay. My mind tried wriggling off Sel-en-Sek’s hook but his accusation added up too well to escape. All fingers pointed to the mayor, and he would have a target lock on Silverberg, ready to take her out the moment his calculus concluded that she was less risky dead. She would be interrogated first, and Rachel Silverberg knew many things I wanted hidden.

What could we do? Could we gather evidence on the mayor? Maybe we were jumping to conclusions because we hated the skangat. I wanted to ask Sel-en-Sek, but I noted the way his jaw was grinding like a millstone and decided to leave my friend be.

We returned in silence to our surveillance, but I had to fight to concentrate because it was pointless to carry on. We’d picked out two more positions overlooking the grounds, but all we would achieve by using them would be to increase the chance of our being spotted. And I was a wanted man with a price on my head. I didn’t want to think about why Silky had thought it worth the risk to order me out of the K’Teene compound. Was she keeping me out of the way so I wouldn’t see something? So I wouldn’t hear the details of how she would surrender herself to the mayor?

“Front gate,” I said, forcing Silky from my mind. “That’s our route in. Place three people with missile launchers on this roof. A few salvos with shock warheads will pulverize the gate to dust. Place a GX-cannon where I’m lying and another on the first observation post we used, and rake the interior with covering fire while an assault team on the ground goes through the ruined gate and enters the main residence. The dirty skangat will probably be in his basement tormenting women.”

“His tame police impounded our gear, remember?”

“Only the gear they found.”

Sel-en-Sek stared at me with something between wonder and dismay on his long face. I’d finally gotten his full attention. “What the frakk don’t I know, NJ? And why don’t I know?”

I shrugged. “We’ve all liberated gear at some point in our careers. There must be something stashed away.”

My friend’s eyes narrowed into twin sensor beams that swept me with their scrutiny. It has been said by many people and on many occasions that NJ McCall is not a good liar. Now that I thought about it, Sel-en-Sek had been one of those people.

“Fine,” he snapped. “Keep your secrets. I’m sure in your thick head you think there’s a good reason.”

He settled down to sketch his layout of the target’s defenses, his base layer of sullenness now overlaid by fresh resentment at the secrets I was keeping from him. But they were LISTS’ secrets, not mine.

Knowing that I was doing the right thing didn’t help to endure the impenetrable cloud of silence that hung over us for the next five minutes.

And then I spotted movement, my motion-sensitive eyes sending a jolt of pain directly into my brain that their sadistic designers knew I couldn’t ignore. They automatically magnified a section of the razor fence forty feet west of the main gate.

An intruder was breaching the perimeter.


—  CHAPTER 48  —

I watched a disgusting lump of brown flesh slither up the razor fence, raining slime down onto the ground below. It was as if a warlock, casting his vengeance on a germaphobe rival, had animated something flushed into the sewers. But this was a real creature – a slime hound, and a female one at that.

I looked on, entranced, as it crested the fence and extruded slime over the bladed barrier, waiting for its secretions to harden before proceeding over the lethal obstacle.

Then it did something to prove beyond all doubt it was a female. It didn’t bat its eyelashes or flaunt a raunchy wiggle to its hips – the creature possessing neither hips nor eyes in its bulb of a head – no, the creature confirmed its gender because instead of waiting for its slime to harden and provide a safe bridge over the razors, it set off anyway, cutting its belly to ribbons. Blood and gobbets of flesh mixed with dripping slime as it descended the far side of the fence in just a few seconds. Once a female scented a male on heat, nothing would deflect the slime hound girl from reaching him before a rival beat her to it.

The love-struck creature showed no sign of distress as it slithered across the minefield, leaving a trail of blood slime in its wake.

We only thought there was a minefield because the mayor’s people put it around that he was protected by one. If the slime girl was really crawling over mines to get her boy, she wasn’t heavy enough to set them off.

It was only at the line of laser pods that the love-hungry creature paid the ultimate price for her ardor.

Three laser beams lashed out, ending her journey in a flash of superheated inner flesh that geysered out of her hide. Her steaming carcass joined a dozen others heaping up around that portion of the perimeter.

“He must smell seriously hot,” Sel-en-Sek commented.

“Borrowed your aftershave, probably,” I suggested. “But a dozen females dead so far? I’ve never seen anything like it.”

“Normally the males don’t survive this long. If I were a male slime hound, safe inside the mayor’s gardens is exactly where I’d want to be.”

“Agreed,” I said, shrinking inside at the thought of the male’s fate. The poor little guys, tiny in comparison with females, were not the winners in these sexual games. If a female trapped one on heat, she would crawl over him and suck him up through an opening in her underbelly, where his flesh would be consumed and his seed used to fertilize her eggs.

As I contemplated a horrible death at the hands of a murderous alien female, my wife raised us on our radio comms.

“Guinshrike to Stoop One, how do you copy?”

“This is Silly Name Number One,” I replied. “I read you.”

“I’m trying to keep you safe, you pig-shitting hairless baboon. Frakk you! I’ll talk to someone sensible. Stoop Two, how safe are your genitals feeling right now? Do I need to prepare cooking facilities?”

“I’ve kept your big lunk out of mischief so far, ma’am,” replied Sel-en-Sek. “Mind you, he’s been talking about other people’s feelings, so I suspect he’s experiencing the early stages of a psychological meltdown.”

“Keep it professional, humans,” Silky said. “Your humor is misplaced. Being dead with a grin on your face is just as dead. I’ve an update. Not sure if it’s of any significance, but our digging is throwing up results. We’ve found connections between Mr. Big and… hell, pretty much everyone. Most notably, Hardit-Frakker.”

Lee was Mr. Big according to Silky’s imaginative code, and Hardit-Frakker owned the palace we were surveilling. I tried to understand the implications of a link between them.

“Stray Sheep has made contact,” Silky continued. “Says the robber who put Stoop Two’s friend into hospital was also working for Hardit-Frakker.”

“Is that the Stray Sheep who’s my colleague’s ex-lover, or the Stray Sheep who keeps arresting me?” Honestly, I wasn’t just winding up my wife for the hell of it. These codenames were confusing the hell out of me.

“The first one,” said Silky. She sounded annoyed for some reason. “Mr. Big also received a large payment from Hardit-Frakker, and we think that was to fabricate evidence to make it seem that Stray Sheep’s Friend was working for him.”

I sighed. If anyone was listening in on us, the codenames wouldn’t throw them for long, but I had to translate them as I tried to slot the pieces of new information into the puzzle.

The mayor had arranged for Kelker-Jay to be beaten up and robbed of the money he needed to pay back Mr. Lee. He’d also paid Lee to make it look as if Silverberg’s ex-lover had worked for the gangster – which fitted with Sel-en-Sek’s suspicions. Discrediting Silverberg I understood, but the rest of it? Maybe the mayor was hoping Revenge Squad and Lee’s organization would war on each other, making it easier for him to destroy the survivors. Dozens of other possibilities fought for my consideration, but all of them placed me and my friends as pieces in a lethal game being played by the man with a garden full of dead slime hounds.

I looked across at Sel-en-Sek. His jaw was grinding so hard, I expected sparks to leap out.

“Mr. Big has gotten too big,” said Silky, “and crossed us too often. We need to take revenge out on his ass. Once and for all.”

“Negative,” I said, annoyed that Silky was forcing me to be the sensible one. “Mr. Big is under protection.”

“I don’t like her either.”

Mrs. Gregory wasn’t my best buddy, but even thinking about her made me shiver with fear. “Are you mad?” I snapped. “If there’s one person in the city who’s able to listen in on our encrypted comms, and have the team of cryptographic experts it would take to break our secret codenames, then it’s her. If you’re listening, Your Ladyship, ma’am, I heard your second strike instruction loud and clear. Back away from her, Guinshrike.”

“Are we Revenge Squad,” she raged, “or are we Lift-Our-Hindquarters-in-the-Air-and-Take-Whatever-Gets-Shoved-up-There Squad?”

Sel-en-Sek tapped me on the shoulder and pointed down at the approach road that swept up the hill to the mayor’s compound. Three heavy trucks were approaching, surrounded by a cloud of outriders. The angry wail of their get-out-of-our-way warning sirens floated up to our position. I magnified my view of the middle car and saw the provincial crest of Hy-Nguay mounted above the windshield. It was the Deputy Governor, now the Acting Governor of Hy-Nguay.

“Later, Guinshrike. Things are hotting up.”

“Stay safe,” she said.

“Caution is my middle name,” I answered.

“Is it? You never said.”

I sighed and cut the connection, just in time to see two humanoid figures scramble over the outer fence, taking the exact same route the love-struck slime hounds had taken.

I blinked and the intruders were gone.

But they had been there all right.

And they had been armed.


—  CHAPTER 49  —

“Keep your eyes on them,” said Sel-en-Sek. “Governor’s party are waiting at the main gate… no, one car headed for the main building. Anything on your uninvited guests?”

“Can’t pick them out. My ghosts are reviewing what I saw.” I felt Sanaa ready to report and channeled her through my voice.

“We caught a glimpse of their outline,” she said through me. “We don’t know why they didn’t die at the perimeter and the outlines are distorted, so you’ve got to understand this is educated guesswork. However, we agree one of them is a human Marine, and slight fusing of the spine suggests he’s old. Everything we see matches Caccamo’s size and build.”

“Figures,” said Sel-en-Sek. “Caccamo did tell us to leave the mayor to him. And his friend?”

“Most likely an early generation of Marine. Possibly a well-built contemporary Earther, and most likely male.”

No one in Port Zahir Revenge Squad matched that description. If one was Caccamo, the other had to be a fellow LISTer. I was watching Legion covert ops. Neat.

“The governor’s getting out the car,” Sel-en-Sek reported.

“Acting governor.”

“Right. He’s walking across the gravel to the mayor who’s standing on the front steps. Mayor’s making the acting governor come to him.”

“Found them,” I said triumphantly. “Movement in the fake ruined temple. It’s got a clear line of fire to the mayor.”

“Mayor’s slapping the governor on the back. Body language rings loud and clear. The mayor is in charge here.”

“An SA-72 rifle and SA-71 assault carbine just materialized in the Roman folly. Still can’t see through their owners’ stealth gear.”

The moment I finished speaking, hell visited the entrance to the mayor’s palace.

Unprotected human bodies were turned into unrecognizable chunks by supersonic railgun darts. The acting governor had two security guards with him wearing bullet-proof jackets. Against this serious war gear they were as much protection as a silk handkerchief.

The familiar soft wine of the SA-71 reached my ears a few moments later.

I had no sympathy for the politician. Even if he hadn’t personally ordered the assassination of Governor Lawless, by allying with the mayor he’d sold his soul to the very devil.

The security detail shot to shreds – yeah, that did bother me. Especially since they died for no reason.

The attack had failed.

Purple flashes lit up around the mayor, merging into one another to outline the cone-shaped force shield that protected him. Incoming darts made a pretty light show, but slowed and bounced off to leave a growing heap of debris on the steps.

Portable force shields were risky and unpredictable but exactly what had frustrated Mrs. Gregory’s attempt to shoot the mayor, and what I had relayed to Caccamo. So it couldn’t be my boss down there in the folly, wasting his time on an attack that he already knew couldn’t succeed.

Or so I thought. But then the rifle opened up. Instead of darts, the SA-72 fired specialist rounds that formed thumb-sized discs when they hit the force shield before sprouting thin antennae.

“What the hell are those?” I wondered.

“KM rounds,” Sel-en-Sek replied. “They mine the quantum foam and add to the energy load the force shield is dumping into the Klein-Manifold Region. Until it overloads.”

“And how the hell do you know that?” I looked across at my partner. “You spent the war swabbing decks and pumping bilge.”

He bristled. “Caccamo told me, actually. He said KM rounds were for use in emergencies only.”

“If that’s Caccamo,” I said, “then my money is on his friend being our old friend, Viktor Denisoff.”

“Agreed.”

“Hey, what you mean you agree with me? How do know Denisoff is best pals with Caccamo?”

“How do you think?”

I didn’t know. All that mattered at that moment was that the force shield was now shimmering, cycling through every possible color faster and faster, as if trying desperately to escape the onslaught pouring in from the folly.

Then the answer came to me. “You and Denisoff?” I said, not quite believing it. “You’ve shared his rack?”

“He’s a dangerous man,” Sel-en-Sek replied. “Don’t tell me you’ve never felt his pull, NJ. I know he feels yours.”

A halo of lightning bursts ripped into the air in front of the shield, and the ground throbbed so violently that it shook ripples into the puddles on our rooftop three hundred meters away.

Sel-en-Sek didn’t seem to notice. “Viktor has made several discreet visits to Port Zahir since our posting.”

“Never mind who’s pulling whose whatever,” I shouted. “Shield your frakking eyes.”

I set my eyes to flash-filter mode and waited as the ground churned our guts with its low-frequency screams of torment. This was it, I thought. I’d never seen a force shield explode before.

I looked out in what appeared to me to be the darkest night, but the blinding flash never came.

Instead, the throbbing relaxed into the powerful hum of a motor handling enormous energies but well within design capacity.

I allowed light back into my eyes and saw the mayor had evidently turned off his force shield, leaving the suckers with their antennae surrounding him on the ground like toy arrows.

He didn’t need his personal force shield, because he’d deployed his big one. The entire main residence, ornamental lake and some outer buildings were protected by a heavy force dome. A smaller one protected the main gate. You needed heavy duty weapons to punch through these, usually orbital artillery. They would only delay a fully equipped and supported Marine battalion, but the intruders were just two men.

Two heavily outnumbered men.

Armored figures began streaming out the back of the two nearest bunkers.

I needed a gun! The mayor’s troops were outside the force shield. I just needed my carbine and my brain in working order and I could pick them off with ease. I roared in frustration.

The intruders abandoned their weapons and ran for the cover of the ornamental woods.

The leading defenders dropped to a knee and flailed the temple with machine gun fire. The one who might be Caccamo took a bullet in the leg, hobbling a few paces before a disembodied hand descended from above and lifted him up and out of sight.

They may be out of sight behind whatever stealth cloaking they used, but out of scent was a different matter. Dogs howled. More than dogs were emerging from the bunkers. Their handlers were Hardits whose howl not only resembled the canines’ but whose sense of smell was nearly as keen.

And Hardits could use more than just their noses. One of the handlers stopped suddenly, brought to a halt by whatever he was seeing on a handheld device. He lifted the gadget – some kind of scanner – in front of him, slowly turned, and then looked directly at me.

“I’m too young to be neutered by your wife’s jaws,” said Sel-en-Sek. “We need to get out of here.”

“Good luck,” I shouted at Caccamo and we both limped as fast as we could across the rooftop.


—  CHAPTER 50  —

“But we’re married!” I complained.

The Littorane seemed uneasy. I didn’t blame him. Silky and I had stalked Schaek, bursting out at him from behind an equipment cabinet at one of the entrances down to the flooded levels, where the K’Teene spent most of their time.

“We are broadminded people,” he insisted. “Inclusive. We do not judge others who do not harm us.”

“I know. But we’re not others, we’re family, remember? Even Koelb-Ndo is my honored cousin and he tried to kill me.”

“And Clesselwed too,” added Silky. “She’s also a favored cousin.”

“Yes, and her, thank you. Now, Uncle Schaek, please get to the point.”

“The two of you… Sharing the same quarters…”

“Yes?”

The Littorane bobbed his head, his Littorane voice adding in a whisper, “The implications…”

“Yes,” I agreed in a similar whisper. “The implications are horrendous.”

The Littorane relaxed his posture. “So, you understand?”

“No I don’t. What implications?”

“You know…?”

“No I frakking don’t know. It’s one of those cross-species things you’ll just have to force yourself to explain in all its disgusting detail in the interest of the Divine Song’s harmony.”

Silky was no help. All she did was try her best not to laugh.

“If you two are together,” said Schaek. “People will think of you… being together. Your bodies interlocking in unsponsored mating! To our people, the thought would be–”

“Arousing?”

“No! Never! It’s the children I worry about. The young are so impressionable, their minds easily ruined by thoughts of unusual… practices.” The Littorane shuddered. “And then there’s the politics. Your presence here as family members is still shocking many.”

“So, to soothe the fevered dreams of the innocent, cover your six politically, and protect the clan’s upstanding propriety, you want me to stay away from my love.”

Schaek flicked his tail aggressively. “No, Ndeki. I order you to do so.”

Our superior would say no more but walked off without a hint of haste or tension, leaving a damp trail on the floorboards as he retreated. Clesselwed would love to hear that; Schaek was the scourge of any clan member who entered the unflooded areas of the compound without thoroughly drying themselves off first.

Silky waited until he was out of sight, but not out of hearing, before she rolled about laughing with such abandon that she fell into the water, which made her laugh even more. If I hadn’t fished her out, she’d have drowned. Or at least that was the impression she gave, but her performance was probably for my benefit.

I did give a halfhearted chuckle. Winding up the Littorane elder was the closest we’d come to amusement in the days since I’d watched the failed attempt to kill the mayor.

Every day the news grew worse.

And every day it became more difficult to piece together. The local news feeds themselves had been shutting down and then reopening as mouthpieces for Philamon Dutch, who was now Acting Governor of Hy-Nguay until the elections that were promised after the six months he required to restore order.

Communication from the rest of Revenge Squad had dried up to a trickle. Dy Alonzo, the Section ‘B’ leader, had contacted us to tell us Caccamo had appointed him acting director of the branch and that we should stay with the K’Teene and await further instruction while he organized the dispersal of our agents. He’d not heard from Caccamo for days.

César had told us Shahdi had been arrested but she hadn’t been injured in the process. We’d not heard from him since.

Our only advantage was the weakness of the human-dominated police department’s reach within Littorane zones. So long as the acting governor didn’t bring out the Littorane units of the Civilian Defense Force then we should be safe.

I didn’t want to be safe. Orders be damned, I wanted to do something.

As the days passed tensely, keeping me apart from Silky swiftly ceased to be amusing, and the little time we were allowed together grew more precious. I needed a friend and she was the best I had. My ghosts were no longer enough to keep me sane.

I was an unstable equilibrium. Something was about to blow.


—  CHAPTER 51  —

“Hy-Nguay News Agency reports that Operation Forgiveness, the campaign to suppress the coup planned by an alliance of Leveler anarchists and professional vigilante bands – now in its third day – is proving a success.”

The screen showing the newsfeed cut to mayor and acting governor Philamon Dutch at a news conference, the provincial flag, and that of Port Zahir City crossed behind him.

“Martial law is a last resort,” he lied to the press. “The scars will last a generation, but the decision to bring out the Civilian Defense Force to root out those who would destroy our way of life was made not a moment too soon. Hour by hour, we learn how close to disaster we truly were.”

“Has anyone actually seen the CDF in the streets?” I asked, though many of the Littoranes milling about the above-ground communal area hadn’t bothered to wear human translator devices.

“Stay at home after dark,” Dutch told his audience sternly. “Stay away from the voices of hatred. Stay true, my friends. Stay true.”

Since everyone kept telling me I was doing the Goddess’s work, I seized a roughly grenade-sized religious icon from a shelf by the window, and threw it at the large viewscreen that hung by the inner wall. My projectile caught the mayor in the chin, but the screen was as impervious to projectiles as the man himself, taking no more than a temporary dimple. As I cast around for something sturdier to throw at the mayor, one of the Littoranes took pity on me and pulled out the screen’s data feed.

“I saw CDF forces today,” the Littorane told me.

Oh crap. I’d been expecting this ever since the former acting governor had been shot dead at the mayor’s residence – presumably by my boss. This was the first I’d heard of the CDF appearing openly in the streets.

“They were demonstrating their presence,” continued the amphibian, “marching along Coffman Wharf. Most of the soldiers were of our people. They were wary. We can all see the acting governor lies, but the soldiers I saw behaved as if they expected to be attacked at any moment.”

“They are right to fear attack,” said another of the Littoranes. She looked squarely at me. “Attack from humans.”

Silky rose to her feet. “Why would humans attack Littoranes? We see the tension between the extremists of all races – as you know – but are you seriously suggesting those Littoranes patrolling at Coffman would be attacked by humans?”

“By the Levelers,” said the Littorane female. “I heard there was a mutiny at the Third Reserve Division barracks. Several regiments declared against the acting governor. These were human-dominated units and carrying Leveler flags.”

Mader Zagh! Civil War. Not again!

“I wish you’d been part of our song a decade ago,” the female Littorane told me. “You could have been useful then. Your presence here at such a late hour is only an incitement to violence.”

“Are you threatening my husband?”

I put a restraining hand on Silky’s shoulder while I considered the Littorane. “Well?” I asked, unsure myself. “Are you?”

“For now you are my family member. Strange, intriguing even and I would defend you to the death, K’Teene-Joshua Ndeki.”

“Thank you,” I said. “I mean that sincerely.”

“Good,” the Littorane replied. “Then know this, if the city splits along racial lines and there is war between humans and Littoranes, then it is with the deepest regret that I and my cousins shall kill you both.”

“Yeah, I’d be sorry about that too.”

I took Silky away. She was spitting blood lust, but it would do no good, because the K’Teene genuinely were jumping out of their scaly skins to make every attempt to welcome us. I wish we could head somewhere private, but privacy was something the K’Teene had never allowed us. We were kept apart most the day, hidden from the outside world in separate quarters. All day and all night we were watched – for our own protection we were told. As I linked arms with Silky and walked the perimeter of the inner courtyard, our chaperones were there, keeping their distance but staying within earshot.

“We’ve got to do something,” I told her.

“Our options shrink day by day. I see nothing left but a faint chance of escaping the city and abandoning our comrades in the process. Or… how about this, NJ? You keep calm, don’t antagonize our hosts, and obey your frakking orders.”

“Which were to stay out of trouble and distract ourselves sorting out Silverberg and Sel-en-Sek. Meanwhile, Caccamo was supposed to do the grown-up stuff. But he failed, Silky. I saw him.”

“You think you saw him.”

I threw my arms up in frustration. “Who else could that have been?”

We were splashed when a Littorane couple jumped out from the pool at the courtyard’s center and began slithering over each other, the sound of wet slapping flesh echoing off the walls.

“We will obey orders and stay here,” Silky insisted. “I accept we risk detention and arrest with every day we remain, but we must maintain our position as instructed unless it has clearly become untenable.”

I shook my head. “I can’t stay here,” I said firmly.

“If there was a better plan the time to implement it has already passed. It is not for want of considering options, NJ. Even if it was Caccamo you saw getting shot, he may still have knowledge, allies, and equipment that we do not. Come, NJ, rest your head on mine.”

The Littoranes stopped to watch us, intrigued. That suited me fine. I had learned that their after-pool slithering was more a Littorane form of towel-flicking horseplay than full-on public orgy, but the less frenzied writhing going on, the easier I would find it to relax.

I nestled into the soft embrace of Silky’s kesah-kihisia tentacles and closed my eyes, inviting the even softer caresses of the peace she would emit through them.

I wasn’t receptive though.

I didn’t mean to, but I blocked her at every turn because my deep self did not want to be calmed. I wanted to fight.

But what could I do?

So far the only options were to get myself killed in a suicidal gesture, flee, or stay here until we were arrested and executed.

I needed another angle, an opening, but had nothing. And time was running out.


—  CHAPTER 52  —

“What do you do?” asked Clewie the following morning.

What you think I’m doing, Gator-girl? I held my snappy reply in check, reminding myself that my young and somewhat creepy friend was not human.

“Are you sick?”

I laughed and couldn’t resist stroking her head – she was kind of endearing. “Not in the way you fear. I’m exercising, Clewie.” The light streaming into my shared and not-at-all private room picked out the sweat pooling over my arms, and I supposed from the heat I could feel on my face that I looked feverish. “I’m doing press ups. Do you Littoranes even do them? I’ll go for a run in a minute around the quad. I suppose I am sick, in a way. Sick in the head because I need to act. Marines aren’t built to sit around and do nothing.”

“I understand. We wrestle to dissipate tension and excess energy. Would you care to wrestle with me?”

I stared at my friend. Was she winding me up? The gold-flecked eyes that peered up at me along her snout looked uncannily human, but she was not human and trying to read her was a waste of time. I sighed. “Another time, perhaps. I’m almost done here.”

Okay, so maybe I could read some Littorane body language, because Clewie raised her shoulders in a way that I knew meant she was disappointed with my response.

“To be honest,” I told her, “I’m trying to be sensible here. Koelb-Ndo made a mess of my thigh with his claws. It’s healing well but I need to stay fit and if you wrestle me, you might damage me.”

Clewie’s shoulders relaxed. “I understand the words you will not speak,” she told me, “fearing to hurt my emotions. You are tougher than most humans, Ndeki. You fear if we wrestle in joyful play, your warrior spirit will unleash and you will harm me.”

I shook my head. The crazy alien had it all wrong. I was about to explain this when a couple of Littorane males came in. I didn’t want to embarrass her, so kept silent.

She rose on her back legs and lifted her clawed hand onto my cheek. “Honored Ndeki, before your arrival my opinion of humans was poor indeed. I listened to the voices who say this planet would be more peaceful if your race no longer lived upon it. You have taught me to be a better person. I know now that the Song of the Goddess has you humans at its beating heart, and you do Her work. Thank you for helping me to hear that.”

She scurried away, fled I think. I watched her go, wondering why the hell I bothered trying to understand aliens. I noticed the two males were staring at me.

“What?” I challenged.

“You are… disruptive,” one told me. Actually, it’s more accurate to say he accused me. Within their homes, Littoranes crave order and predictability; it is when they step outside that they can go crazy. So when a clan member of good standing describes their cousin as disruptive, it’s the human equivalent of saying they pull legs off cute puppies and use the severed limbs to gouge eyes out of orphaned children.

“I don’t see why I’m causing trouble,” I replied. “She asked to wrestle with me. Are you telling me I should have?”

The Littoranes looked at each other. “You turned her down?” they asked in unison.

“No one in the K’Teene would turn Clesselwed down,” said one. “Even the blessed Heart of our clan would enjoy playing with K’Teene-Imesty Clesselwed.”

“Thank you,” I told him, “for restoring my belief in the impossibility of alien species. I’m sorry, Silky. I apologize, Uncle Schaek. And to you, Clewie, I apologize most of all.”

“Why?” asked the talkative Littorane. “What have you done?”

“Nothing. Yet.”

Although Littoranes are impressive in many ways, when they are politely confused – a common mental state for them – they lift their heads up and hold them rigid. A perfect target for an irritated human pushed too far.

My right hook hit the first male in his orange-tipped snout. As he went down like a stuffed crocodile, I spun around and caught his friend in a roundhouse kick to the base of his jaw that left him gasping and clutching his throat.

“Want some more?” I asked the two fallen amphibians. “Maybe you’re right. Maybe I should have wrestled Clewie, because even taking on the both of you isn’t much sport.”

I was just blowing off steam. Anyone reasonable would know that, but when the strength returned to the Littoranes, they sank into powerful crouches with tails raised high and threatening like a scorpion’s sting. They hissed and spat at me in challenge.

I sucked in a deep breath. Why did I get myself into these situations? But I wasn’t unhappy about the prospect of a fight.

Skittering claws announced another Littorane rushing in from the passageway to join the brawl, and I began cursing myself in earnest. I couldn’t take on three and win.

The Sarge surfaced in my mind, as he sometimes did in tactical situations.

You forget you have been promoted, he told me.

Sarge, has your mind gone stale again?

He laughed. I hadn’t heard that sound since he was alive. His was a very manly and reassuring sound. I never held with the idea of humans being officers, he said, but you’ve leapfrogged that and been promoted straight to godhood. A sex god of all things. You, Ndeki. Unbelievable!

Back in the real world, I watched the third Littorane enter and instead of smacking my legs from under me, she took a fighting stance by my side.

“I knew it,” said Clewie. “You only turned me down because you feared to hurt me. I may be young, Blessed Ndeki, and I am of the Head not the Tail, but I will prove to you that I have a true warrior spirit.”

Before she finished explaining the depth of her crush on me, she was leaping, mouth open, at the throat of one opponent.

Half a second later, I was flying at the other.


—  CHAPTER 53  —

“I do not need to be of the Tail to understand that fighting breaks out between frustrated warriors who imagine they have been imprisoned in their barracks while battles are raging outside on the sea of war.”

Schaek paused to give me his best glare across his desk. The Littorane managed to look threatening but he had the body posture of an alligator lying across a low bench, while I was kept standing. He lacked the height to glare properly at a human.

When the silence stretched on, I dared to speak. “Is that it? Am I forgiven for brawling?”

“Silence!” The Littorane elder paced around me. His feet tapping on the wooden floor of his office sounded comical, yet the heavy physical presence made me nervous.

“No permanent damage was done,” he said. “Perhaps this was a useful discharge of dangerous pent-up energy.”

“May I speak, sir?”

“No! Your relationship with Clesselwed and her faction disturbs me deeply. You do realize she is infatuated with you?”

“I had some inkling, sir.”

Schaek slowed down, coming to a halt in front of me. “At least you’re not completely ignorant of our ways.”

“I have done nothing to encourage her.”

“Nothing deliberate. Yes, I believe you. But encourage you have. I said it disturbs me, and that is because I see divine inspiration behind this. I shudder to think where your presence amongst us may lead, but even one of my advanced years and standing can find myself sorely tested by the Goddess. There are parts to her song that are not easy to sing.”

“May I make a suggestion, sir?”

“That depends. Will you suggest leaving this compound to make a foolish gesture of defiance against your human enemies?”

“No, sir.”

“Then please tell me how I can solve the problem of K’Teene-Joshua Ndeki.”

“I’m a team player, sir. I need to be with my team. Let me share quarters with my wife.”

“But you see her every day.”

“That’s not how it works for our species, sir.”

Schaek stared up at me.

He was relaxed. He was silent. He gave nothing away.

A human would have answered yes or no, but Schaek did neither. After several minutes in which he gave no indication he’d even heard my words, he said something that didn’t seem connected at first. Typical alien. “I didn’t order you here to confuse you, nor to punish you. A message has been passed your way.”

Schaek handed me an object. It was a scuffed black data wafer, the size of my fingernail. Anything could be on there.

“My cyber specialists have been over it, and declare it to be clean. I believe you have a unique form of intimacy you share with your wife. Since this message is addressed to both of you, I suggest you use that special connection.”

Schaek reached into a drawer and fished out a fat data cable a meter long. “If you swear there will be no sexual touching, no visual or oral inspection of each other’s body parts, then you may have half an hour of privacy with Sylk in my office.”

“I swear it.”

The Littorane looked at me without speaking. I don’t think he believed me, but he opened the door to his office. Silky was waiting behind.

“Just…” said Schaek. “Just don’t.” He scuttled away.

I held up the cable in one hand and the data wafer in the other. I didn’t need words: Silky understood. I lay back onto the Littorane equivalent of a sofa. It was an oval of blue and green fabric cells stitched together. I think it was meant to represent a pond, but it looked more like monster-scale frogspawn. It was soft and supportive, though. Silky lay across my chest and as soon as I had absorbed the data wafer into my body, she plugged herself into my brain.

Yeah, that’s right. She lifted the flap of skin under my left ear and jacked right in.

Theoretically, Silky and I shared enough plumbing compatibility to do the unsponsored horizontal dancing that gave Schaek the screaming fits, but that wasn’t a kind of intimacy we shared. All that work the geneticists and bio-engineers had done to standardize our mental input ports, combined with the natural empathy of the Kurlei species, meant that our special connection brought us so close that by comparison, the most fevered sex other people enjoyed was as immediate and intimate as corresponding via interstellar post.

Silky and I didn’t use body parts: we connected via data cable.

I felt a lurch in my gut, and then Silky and I were falling through the swirling mists of unreality until my butt hit something soft, and suddenly we were sitting on our apartment sofa in front of the unfurled, floor-to-ceiling viewscreen we used for entertainment feeds.

Today’s showing was Rachel Silverberg peering into a camera in what I guessed was her own apartment. The fact that I had to guess confirmed that the wafer inside the neck of my real body only carried a dumb recording: I wasn’t experiencing a direct impression of Silverberg’s memories, which was just as well because she hadn’t high opinions of either of us.

She scowled at us through the camera. Really, it was as if she were in the room with us.

“If we live through this, I might come around to thinking I was wrong about you.”

“If she wants to join our gang,” I said to Silky, “I’ll tell her no.”

Silverberg brushed away her stray fringe from her eyes, allowing the dim, yellow-tinged light to better expose the puffy black folds under her fatigue-ridden eyes. Fates, she was a mess!

“Don’t bet on it, though. I’m more likely to arrest your ass and leave you to rot.” She sighed. “But that’s for afterwards. I think there’s been a power struggle. Some of the rumors you’ve probably heard about CDF mutinies are true, but we’re marching to Philamon Dutch’s agenda, and the Levelers weren’t ready for this. The mayor is tightening his grip. Even Captain K’Zoh-Zhan has disappeared, replaced by Dutch’s people. The net is closing in on me as well as you. They’ve taken my badge and my gun. I’m under house arrest. If you see this, I guess I made it out. You should do the same. Get out while you can. Good luck.”

“Listen to her,” I told Silky, but she shushed me.

“Silverberg hasn’t finished.”

I looked back at the screen. The Earther woman looked like she was trying to swallow down an acid and crushed-stone cocktail as she built up to say something profound. “I’m sorry,” she said.

“Was that it?” I shouted. “I don’t give a frakk about her apology. We need to get out. Hell, I must be mad but I like these crazy Littoranes. I don’t want to put them in danger.”

Silky’s slender hands balled into fists. “Do you think I do?” She unclenched. “I will not have this argument again. We obey orders and stay here. Nothing’s changed.”

“My sources say we have until tomorrow night,” continued Silverberg. “Then it’ll be an indefinite curfew and executions in the street.”

The recording ended abruptly, but Silky and I were still linked. We’d only just begun our argument.

Silverberg’s warning was the last we’d get. I tried to get Silky to see reason, to convince her we needed to go, now, but the most I could win out of her was that she would reconsider when my mind had returned to a calm state.

With our time in Schaek’s office nearly up, Silky pulled the plug, and I fell back into my physical body to find she’d propped herself up over me, her face staring down at mine. “You will report to me twice a day,” she told me, “and I will put some calm into you whether you like it or not. That is an order. Starting right now.”

“Roger that, Section Leader.” After about a virtual hour of arguing in the accelerated time of the mind-link, that seemed a more practical response than pointing out what an idiot she was being. “Now, get a frakking move on if you’re going to bring out those disgusting alien tentacles of yours and make my mind dance to your alien tune. We have only five minutes before Schaek comes back.”

“I can’t,” she snapped. “You have to relax first, you ugly, goat-loving, sub-normal baboon.”

I tried. I really did, but my ghosts wouldn’t let me. None of them trusted Silky fully. Sanaa would never easily relinquish her dominance over my mind, even temporarily; the Sarge had sworn to be forever vigilant against the moment when Silky said she would strike me down, and Bahati blew hot and cold over my newest wife, but recently had mostly wanted to take control of my flesh so she could experience rubbing it against Silky’s.

I managed to unwind my muscles, but only because I’d been trained in that relentlessly when I was a novice. But I could not manage the same with my mind. How could I? This was no time to relax.

Silky was wrong. The mayor’s grip on the city was tightening hour by hour. If we didn’t act soon, the mayor would act for us.

——

There was, at least, one advantage of being separated from Silky: she couldn’t perform her usual trick of knowing what I was going to do before I did.

That night I engineered a meeting with Uncle Schaek.

“Time is nearly up, Honored Uncle. You’ve been brave and bold, but Silky and I have to go and now. If we don’t, then we will bring a world of trouble over your heads.”

“I forbid you to leave.”

“What? I’m trying to help you.”

He whipped his tail up in warning. “Trust to the Goddess. You are a singer in Her song. You must not abandon your part. It is not your place to do so.”

Quickly realizing that arguing with the big fish was a waste of time, I slunk out of his office, cursing the crazy Littoranes and their stupid religion that made them even crazier.

I was so absorbed in my irritation that I fell over the figure who had been listening outside the door.

“Goddess’s Song, my ass,” said Clesselwed. “What a load of crap.”

“Not a believer?”

“I believe the Goddess cherishes those who help themselves. Stay quiet, Ndeki, and perform calmness. I shall spring you out tomorrow night. We shall leave the city via the sewers. Be ready. Both of you.”

She hurried away, probably under the delusion that to organize our flight from Port Zahir meant she had the more difficult task.

She did not.

I had to persuade Silky to leave. And I had until tomorrow night to do so.


—  CHAPTER 54  —

Our fate, it seemed, would wait no longer.

I was woken by the sound of shouted orders, of heavy booted feet running into position. The penetrating rumble of gravitic motors shook the building.

I looked out the window and saw immediately that the CDF had locked us in a ring of steel.

Tanks. Heavy weapons. Armored infantry. Discipline, training, and numbers.

This wasn’t looking good.

Boots thundered up the steps to the top floor of the compound, seeking an elevated firing position. By the time they got there, running out through the inner courtyard would be suicide, but that was my only exit route.

My instincts screamed at me to go down fighting, but I owed the K’Teene to give them as little trouble as possible. Fight or yield? I trembled in the grip of these two conflicting drives.

And what about Silky?

Something caught my eye. What the hell? I steadied myself against the windowsill and took a closer look at one of the CDF fighters.

She was a slight figure, drowned in the flak armor designed for someone more my build. Human, though. Although she carried an aura of confidence and authority, she didn’t fit into this picture. While all around her was slick purposefulness as the CDF unit moved to efficiently secure the compound, she stood in the open as if waiting for something to happen. Such as being shot at. Clearly, she was not a soldier.

Despite the cheek pieces of her helmet, I recognized the permanent scowl etched on her face by her disapproval of the inadequacies of the citizens of Port Zahir.

That was Silverberg out there. What the hell was she doing with the CDF?

Noises came my way from the corridor. I whirled to face them, but it was Clesselwed who appeared, breathless and carrying a hunting rifle.

“I’ve come to get you out,” she said.

I looked outside to the Earther woman, and then back to the Littorane girl.

Clewie followed my attention, stood and took aim at Silverberg.

“No,” I told her, and stroked her head the way she liked to stroke mine. When she lowered her aim, I rubbed harder. “Everything’s okay,” I said softly. “Trust me. I’m not in danger.”

She dropped her torso, purred, and then laid flat. I took my hand away and grabbed at her fallen rifle, which was half-propped against the wall. By the time I’d safed it, Clewie had lifted her tail at the base. Damn! I was right. This head rubbing had been a sex thing all along.

I glanced out the window and suddenly saw the CDF deployment in a new light. “The soldiers aren’t here to capture us,” I told the sex-crazed alien. “They’re positioned to stop people coming in.”

Clewie sprang back onto all fours. “Why?”

I shrugged. “I don’t know. But I think we’re about to find out.”

——

Five minutes later, Silverberg, Silky and I were having a fresh cup of tea and a disgusting seaweed biscuit in Uncle Schaek’s chambers. The Head of the K’Teene had not only insisted on being there with us, but that Silverberg had to be welcomed as a person of importance with a Littorane tea ceremony.

It was all very civilized and extremely slow.

In truth, I was certain Schaek was rattling through the bare bones of the ceremony at breakneck pace, but it wasn’t fast enough for me. I waited until I’d forced down half my biscuit before I asked Schaek through gritted teeth, “Is the ritual of hospitality over?”

“It is,” he replied, but before I could question Silverberg, he beat me to it. “What the frakk is going on?” he shouted at the police officer. “You’re meant to be washed up, human. How did you get a company of CDF in your pocket, stomping all over our territory?”

“They’re here because I ordered them to protect you while we talk,” said Silverberg. “I had a surprise this morning. Turns out I’m now a Fed.” She looked disgusted by the prospect. “You’re looking at an FIA agent.” Adding when Schaek didn’t seem to understand, “The Federal Investigation Agency. Federal super cops.”

“How?” asked Silky.

“The situation is changing rapidly,” said Silverberg. “Have you seen the news?”

“Of course,” said Schaek.

“No,” I said.

The Littorane brought up a 360 view of the news feeds to form above his desk. The international feeds were leading with the same story. Due to the assassination of the two previous governors, and reports of civil unrest, the province of Hy-Nguay was now under the direct control of the distant federal government. A replacement governor had been appointed as the federal representative until order had been restored, a Legion officer called Brigadier Hamidou. It was martial law in all but name. Regrettable, but better than the alternatives.

Unless, that was, you saw the local news media, which Schaek now switched to. In their version of events, the constitutional rights of Hy-Nguay citizens were being ground into the dirt by a distant federal tyranny. “Defy this evil,” exhorted a Littorane news anchor dressed in plain gray. “Most of you were born slaves, shackled for a thousand generations in thrall to faraway masters. The Goddess showed us freedom. Defy this false soldier who demands your obedience. Defy Brigadier Hamidou peacefully in the name of the Goddess, and together we shall prevail.”

Schaek cleared his throat loudly. “I assume you understand that this is exceptionally bad.”

“Just beginning to,” I replied. “How loyal are your new friends?” I asked Silverberg.

She paled. “Loyalty is fluid. CDF General, Uitrendir-Lass, is flying in to take charge of all CDF forces in the province. He’s ordered local CDF commanders to keep order where necessary but to refuse to take sides. The major commanding the company securing your compound would like nothing better than to slice his blades through Mayor Dutch’s ribs, but he’s already going out on a limb to act as my escort. He’ll keep with us as long as he can, but expects to be ordered back to barracks before nightfall. The only good news is that he expects the pro-mayor CDF units to also yield to the general’s authority.”

“So it will be the three of us,” said Silky, “plus any of our Revenge Squad colleagues we can summon, against the mayor’s private army. What do you propose, that we flee the city under cover of your escort?”

“Not exactly,” replied Silverberg, brightening.

“Wait! Wait!” I said, an itch building in my mind. “The new governor – Hamidou – I’ve heard that name. Can we get a visual of her?”

Schaek brought up a magnified image of a no-nonsense human woman of military bearing who would look as hard as granite if not for the undeniably cute dusting of freckles. I wouldn’t dare mess with her, though. This was Brigadier Joiedeeve Hamidou, agent of the Legion Intelligence, Security, and Termination Service.

“You know her?” asked Silverberg.

“No. Never met her before in my life. But I know someone who is very familiar with her.”

“Caccamo,” she replied, deflating my excitement at being ahead of the game. “I already know. You need to see this video message.”

She handed Schaek a data wafer, which he used to summoned the cheery face of the boss of Port Zahir Revenge Squad.


Good morning, Rachel.

Cheer up! I come bearing bounteous good news. By now, you are FIA, and your precinct is under federal investigation after we showed tampering of the evidence regarding the death of your unfortunate young friend, Connor. Your station house has been ordered to give you every support it can because you have been assigned a personal mission from FIA Director Naish. I expect your colleagues will now despise you forever, but I hope you will feel some, slight compensation when you hear that the agency badge that will be with you in a few days will get you half-price discount at RimjarDINE Cheese Restaurants and a free cup at Virunptan & Burnt Limb Coffee Houses.

It’s only the last part that I’m making up.

Good fortune comes at a price, of course. But you already know that. Your price is cheap. Go find NJ and Silky and show them this message. Simple.

Are you there yet, kids? Good. Look, we’ve done all we can at this end. I can’t be expected to do everything for you and we certainly can’t move openly against the most senior elected official on the continent. To be honest, the political backlash will be so intense that this federally appointed governor probably won’t last a month. Hamidou is running interference for you, not solving your problems. Interference is all you need, though. It’s time for you to get your asses motoring and finish the job we’ve started. If you perform a valuable public service, I’m sure Hamidou will look favorably at the idea of granting you pardons while she still can. I will warn you, the brigadier does not grant favors easily, and she does not look kindly upon those she judges to have let the Legion down. 

You will receive no help from the other members of Revenge Squad. Everyone has been arrested or obeyed my orders to disperse. I myself appear to have been shot. Gangrene. Nasty business. Going to lose the leg, it seems. It’s a blessed nuisance, but means I shall be forced to take the rest of the week off.

You know the objective. Get it done. I expect a get well soon message once you’re through. And maybe a cake. Definitely a cake.

I shan’t say good luck because you won’t need it. Make your own.

We are Revenge Squad, people.

Take revenge!

Caccamo out. 


“Okay, let’s do it,” I said.

“Hold it,” warned Silverberg. “I’m a Fed now. I can’t believe it, and I sure don’t like it, but even Feds have responsibilities. I can’t let you run around the city killing people, even those who deserve it. It’s martial law the brigadier is bringing, not vigilante playtime.”

“What?” I shook my head. “You’re going to stop us?”

“I have a company of CDF says you do as I say or else I arrest you.”

“I can’t figure you out, Silverberg.”

“Her sense of duty is less flexible than yours,” Silky tried to explain, “but you two are very similar in many other respects.”

“Your alien might have a point,” said Silverberg. “Or she might be talking out of her tentacles. I don’t really care. Here’s how this plays out. I run the operation. I can deputize who I want. You two are deputized as of now. My orders. My rules. I am in charge. Is that clear?”

I laughed. “You mean you want to join our gang.”

Silverberg fumed.

“Enough human talk,” said Schaek. “We have a mission to plan.”

All three of us looked in surprise at the old Littorane.

“You do wish to kill the mayor?” he queried.

“I was going for bring to justice,” said Silverberg, “but shot resisting arrest works for me too.”

“No, it doesn’t,” said Schaek. “We are on the cusp of civil war and must do everything to work against that. We need to promote the rule of law, not undermine it.”

Silverberg stood. “With all due respect, sir, we’ve got this.”

“I doubt it. Even if you had, these two members of the K’Teene family are under my authority. Your talk of deputizing them is mere words that hold no meaning unless I say they do.”

I whispered to Silky, “I think Schaek wants to join the gang too.”

All three glared at me this time, but all of a sudden, I wasn’t enjoying the looks on their faces; I was thinking of a hormone-fueled amphibian with a crush on an alien that was so scandalously inappropriate it broke the scale. Sewers. Clesselwed had talked of sneaking me out the city through the sewers.

“Caccamo tried to go through the mayor’s defenses,” I said, “and didn’t make it despite all his toys. So let’s try something different. Let’s go underneath.”

In response to Silky’s blast of surprise, I added, “We have the remnants of an amphibian Marine Engineering battalion here. Seems a shame not to make the best use of the talents given them by the Goddess.”

The Fates know I’m not good at reading human body language, let alone alien. Nonetheless, I sensed a distinct smugness in the way Uncle Schaek jiggled his head in response, as if finally believing at long last he had done the right thing to invite these desperate aliens into his clan.


—  CHAPTER 55  —

Dripping onto the latticed floor, I emerged from the flooded levels where the eve-of-battle party was in full swing. The music was muffled up here in the air, but the floor pounded with the alien bass line, sending ripples skimming across the top of the water hatch.

Silky was all precision and neatness as normal, having already hung up her breather tank and was now proceeding to efficiently towel herself dry.

I shrugged off my tank and gave myself a shake without bothering with towels. We’d only bothered to wear quick-dry unisex humanoid briefs, and that only because I’d had premonitions of Schaek going all enraged alien on me if Clewie developed a fascination with my alien genitalia. I’d been avoiding her at the party, which I had found surprisingly easy, but I silently vowed to seek her out later and do the comically inept human equivalent of dancing with her later. But for now my attention was on Silky, and the temporary access code Schaek had given us to the privacy of his office, with no explanation or elaboration regarding what he expected us to do there.

To be honest, I wasn’t sure myself, but if Caccamo’s assault on the mayor was anything to go by, we stood a high chance of being killed tomorrow. And if we weren’t killed, we’d probably be captured and then killed later.

I wanted a little time with Silky first.

She looked surprisingly vulnerable as she dried her face and kesah-kihisia before removing her face mask.

Okay, so she’d been threatened before, attacked, shot twice, and I’d felt her vulnerability and tried to protect her – just as I would have with Shahdi, Nolog, or even Chikune – but never before had I ever formed the idea of her being delicate or exposed as I did when she carefully removed her mask.

I shook the foolishness out of my head. I had no need for a facemask. If a chemical attack reduced the rest of my body to a puddle of liquid flesh, you’d find a pair of OR/H Mark 5.1 eyeballs lying in in the flesh-slick, in full working order. They were the toughest organ of my body – even more resilient than my ceramalloy pelvis.

I decided to surprise her and extended my heavily scarred right hand as if a courteous gentleman of old Earth. She took it with a crystalline, carefree laugh, but then pushed it away abruptly.

My hand was a reminder of my past, the scars resulting from pressing my unprotected hand against my first wife as she lay dying on a world of toxic smog. But I realized it was only me troubled by my hand. Silky was tilting her head as if listening out for a threat.

What had she heard? Were the mayor’s people here to arrest us already?

“Can’t you hear that?” she asked.

I shook my head.

“Music,” she explained. “There’s another party out there. She clasped her hands over mine and pulled. “Come on, let’s join in.”


—  CHAPTER 56  —

In the courtyard we found Littoranes dancing to a thumping beat. The aliens formed a circling ring of heads and torsos and tails entwined into a solid torus of amphibian flesh, which glowed orange in the light of the glowing coals. Laughing, Silky and I stood hand-in-hand as the ring of scaly flesh opened and swallowed us whole.

“What is this?” I asked one of the heads that emerged from the torus even as it circled with the others. “Clesselwed? Is that you?”

I assumed it must be because the young female had painted scars over her face to match mine. But then the head disappeared in the blur of scaly flesh and other young Littorane heads, male and female, temporarily broke the smoothness of the dance. Every one of those faces wore the same scars, a freakish echo of the day when Corporal Ndeki Joshua, as I then was, had his natural eyes blown out of the front of his face.

The circling aliens were wearing the same fabric robes they had at the tea and mortal combat ceremony. One of them, whom I’d marked out as high on something, given the way they were twitching, now upset the rhythm of the dance even more to lift their robe to bare the upper flesh of their thigh.

There was a mark, a scar I thought at first with a jolt of fear, because it was in the same spot where I’d embedded a throwing knife into Elder Koelb-Ndo’s leg. This, though, was a tattoo: a silhouette of a horned grazing beast.

“You like this?” asked Clewie, for it was surely her.

“It’s beautiful it’s…” A series of connections hammered home and exploded in my head. “It’s an Impala. My symbol. How did you…? Silky must have told you, but how did she know?”

“Your first human wife was Sanaa,” said the young Littorane.

“Yeah. Married for two hundred years.”

“And Impala was her pet name for you. I do not fully understand how Aunt Sylk converses with your dead wife, but I believe that they do. Sanaa gave me her blessing, via my honored aunt. It was her idea.”

Well? I asked my late wife while I watched the circling aliens watching me.

Of course, Sanaa replied. When Silky plugs into your mind via that cable, you don’t think she only talks to you, do you? It took me a long time, Ndeki, but I’ve decided I like your new wife sufficiently to tolerate her for the time being. So for frakk’s sake, Marine, show her you appreciate her while you still can.

I held up my hands. “Enough already. Nice tattoo, Clewie. Feels a little like I’m being stalked by a hunter, but I appreciate the gesture. I think. I still don’t understand why you’re shaking like a junkie, and why the frakk are you kids having a separate party on land?”

“My blood is pumping hot and fast,” she told me, her translator conveying a sense of her breathlessness.

“This isn’t the time or place to talk about your special tingling,” I told her firmly.

“No, dear Ndeki. I have killed. The warrior craze is upon me – upon all of us.”

I went very still. “Killed who?”

“Mr. Lee.”

The dance music twisted and solidified into cold lances of dismay that stabbed at the corpse of my hope.

Hope.

I hadn’t even realized I’d dared to believe there would be an after to tomorrow’s operation until Clewie took away that hope. If Gregory took her revenge, everyone dear to me would suffer torture, degradation and death.

“You have done well,” Silky told Clewie.

“No,” I said. “No, she hasn’t. Why, Clewie? Why?”

The young Littorane’s only response was to snap her jaws triumphantly. She was obviously high on adrenaline, or whatever went through her fishy veins. Oh, what had I gotten her into? She had been the one who had urged Silky and my Revenge Squad comrades not to provoke Mrs. Gregory.

“Is this indeed worthy of our initiation?” Clewie asked me.

I could only shake my head. I was surrounded by aliens. Even my ghosts couldn’t explain what was going on.

“We wish to bond fully between our families,” Clewie said. “We wish to join Revenge Squad. Have we proven our worth to you? Dear Ndeki, do not fear for us. We killed all witnesses and burned our evidence trail, and Mr. Lee had a great number of enemies. Mrs. Gregory will not discern our claws in his murder. She will not have cause to seek revenge on you. We have succeeded!”

An armory of insults readied themselves for me to launch at the stupid alien. I took a deep breath to ready my lungs for the shitstorm I was going to unleash upon her, but then I halted. I had been young once. I knew how passion worked and it was useless right now to fight the blood boiling in her veins. Such passions can be steered but not extinguished.

I kept pace with her, walking clockwise in time with the rotating ring and reached down to stroke the top of her head. She threw her head up to push against my palm, relishing the touch. “Yes, Clesselwed. You have done well. I must talk with human Laban Caccamo and Uncle Schaek, of course. They must be warned of the possible consequences.”

I stopped and watched the dance’s momentum take Clewie away. Withdrawing to the ring’s center, I hissed at Silky. “Did you put her up to this?”

“No, Ndeki.” She put her hands on her hips. “You did.”

I growled deep in my throat. There could be repercussions for this act, but I was used to facing a future filled with danger. Clewie was not. “Welcome to my world, Clewie,” I said, but I knew she wouldn’t understand what I truly meant.

Silky did. She rested a hand on my shoulder. “There is more to our fight than clearing our names, NJ. We are at war. A fight for their future. We can’t expect to keep the young out of their own war.”

She was right, but she also made me curious. “Which are you, Silky? The old preparing the way for the future, or with the young who will inherit what my generation will leave behind?”

“NJ, NJ…” She laughed. “You’re beginning to think ahead. I’m very pleased that you are, but tomorrow we bring revenge to the mayor of Port Zahir. Let’s wait to see if either of us survive to the day beyond.” She grabbed my scarred hand and squeezed tightly. “I’ll give you my answer on the other side. Now, we left the underwater party for a reason…”


—  CHAPTER 57  —

The moment we shut the door to Schaek’s office, I scooped up Silky in one arm so her hips were wrapped around mine. She, in turn, had already plugged in the cable below her left jaw and was waiting for me to settle before plugging into me.

Normally when we cabled into each other, she spooned into my embrace because that placed the least tension on the short cable. But Schaek’s cable was a little longer, and a deeply human instinct told me that tonight I needed to meet my partner face to face. I wasn’t hearing any complaints from the Kurlei corner.

I carefully dropped my butt onto Schaek’s desk, which was a long way down but sturdy, and drew Silky into me, halting halfway to a comfortable position when my gaze suddenly snagged on Silky’s lips.

At a distance they looked almost human – full and plump and with a deep indigo color that suited her, but at this closeness their texture was all wrong: the flesh mounting an array of raised dots like a high grip plastic inlay for an equipment crate.

Her lips were too alien to be attractive. Honestly, they didn’t do anything for my libido at all, but they looked right for her, and although inhuman they were still kind of sensual. Without really knowing what I was doing, I put an exploratory finger to her lower lip and pressed gently.

“You wish me to be quiet?” she asked.

“No. I was just curious how you felt.”

I smiled at her grin because I remembered it was the first human expression I’d taught her. “And how do I feel?” asked Silky.

It was a good question. It seemed foolish to describe her lips as full, or warm and sensuous, or any such evocative term. They were two strips of specialized flesh that bordered her mouth, and no more.

Or so I tried to tell myself.

Silky raised an eyebrow quizzically.

“Human,” I answered. “You feel human.”

“That’s funny,” she said, and brushed one of her own slender fingers across my lips. “Yours feel Kurlei.”

We kept our fingers to each other’s lips for an attenuated moment before I gently withdrew mine.

She didn’t.

My Kurlei wife leaned forward, closing the gap between our mouths.

She advanced only an inch, but the escalation that tiny distance represented reached nuclear proportions. I felt as if she had penetrated hundreds of miles behind my outer perimeter, operating at will deep within me.

I stared at Silky’s mouth, at the way her lips opened fractionally as if asking a question.

She had talked long ago about my doom, about inescapable destiny. I saw then that my future was bound to those lips. I would taste them one day.

But this was not that day. First we had the little matter of arresting the mayor to get through, and it was bad enough that Clewie harbored alien sex fantasies. I couldn’t afford to do the same.

I think Silky heard my every thought, because she eased back her head, though only to its starting position before her advance.

“The touching of lips is common in human displays of affection,” she said. “I have no experience of this ritual, but you have my permission to conduct such displays with me whenever you wish.”

“Er, thank you.”

“So long as we are in private, of course.”

“Naturally.”

Silky withdrew her hand from my lips and – still sitting in the cradle of my left arm – businesslike Section Leader Sylk-Peddembal was back amongst us.

Before I let her complete her transformation, I captured one of her hands in my right hand, my left gently squeezing her thigh. We’d nudged at the gateway of something profound. I wasn’t sure exactly what lay behind that threshold, but it was important – possibly disastrous too, knowing me – but nonetheless precious. I wanted to mark that door so we could return here at another time. When we were safe. When I was ready.

“Your lips…” I started, but I didn’t know how to continue.

“What about them?” Her voice was gently teasing but supportive all the same.

“What you said. About displays of affection.”

“Yes?”

“I will,” I promised.

“I know,” she said and smiled. As smiles went it was a modest affair. Neither the wicked glee of illicit thrill, nor the gently teasing expression that she often used with me. It had no need to be showy because the deep contentment it expressed was revealed everywhere from the softness in her shoulders, to the glint in her obsidian eyes, and nowhere more than the organ of honesty that lay atop her head.

“I know,” she repeated. Then she brought the moment to a close, pulling her hand forcibly from my grip and wriggling a signal for me to let her down, acting as if nothing had happened, nothing had changed.

But it had.

Everything had changed.


—  CHAPTER 58  —

Beneath Port Zahir, the sewers, conduits, storm drains and service channels are a network of highways that allow anyone who knows their secrets to move undetected across any topside barrier to appear at any point in the city that they wish. Imagine it… in effect, wormhole technology that could completely bypass normal topside space-time.

Got that picture in your head? It’s exciting, isn’t it? The implications are a little scary too.

Shame it isn’t true.

For a start, long before the Legion assigned us here, the Hardits had already settled the planet. The underground-dwelling Hardit miners were few in number, but the original Port Zahir settlement was theirs and some still lived here underground, venturing topside as rarely as they could get away with, and as welcoming to intruders as… well, a Hardit in a bad temper. And the sewers had security gates precisely to prevent them from being used as a secret highway.

I faced such a barrier now at one of the frequent junction points. I looked down from a ledge onto an enormous bowl, easily a hundred meters deep, into which several incoming water channels were choked into high pressure jets and then spun by the rifling cut into the walls.

To a land-liver, the resulting vortex of dark, foaming liquid must have seemed the lair of a vengeful sea demon. But I wasn’t a land-thumper. My natural home was aboard voidships, only descending gravity wells to take the planet below by force of arms, and I’d liberated nearly as many water worlds as those with dry continents.

This, at least, was the confidence I tried to project to the Kurlei and the Earther woman, both of whom had hardwired assumptions of up and down, land and air. With our face masks and breather tanks, we couldn’t see each other well, but I knew Silverberg was scared because she’d stopped bossing us around and let the Littorane contingent of our task force take control. I felt Silky’s fear as ice cutting through my spine. I could only hope that my resolve worked in the other direction, and kept terror from overwhelming her.

“Just one more gate,” I shouted into my radio comms – the roar of rushing water making any other form of speech impossible. “Then we’re through.”

“It had better be quick,” said Silverberg. “I’m low on air.”

Silky’s fear spiked and I knew why. We all had only a few minutes’ air left. The Littorane breather tanks were a courtesy for occasional guests, and not intended for serious underwater operations for species so badly evolved that they lacked gills.

I made a mental note to remember that next time.

“It’ll be easy,” I told them. “We’re not alone, don’t forget. I brought my family.”

I had a brain wave. At least, it felt like that, but the thought tasted of the AI casing in my spine that carried the personality of Lance Corporal Efia Jalloh. I edged over to Schaek and tapped him on the shoulder. “Honored Uncle, could you please explain what we are seeing here?”

“I would be delighted,” he said, and he meant it.

K’Teene Schaek was the leader of the clan faction who called themselves the ‘Head’. I was still learning what that meant, but so far I’d worked out that this ‘Head’ handled engineering, logistics, strategic planning analysis, and bookkeeping. Schaek had been a combat engineer and he spoke with a true engineer’s wonder at how these junctions in the city’s underground network were engineered to perform simultaneous functions. They weren’t merely a security feature, but critical components of the port’s flood and tsunami defenses, and even linked back into the supply of potable water to buffer the water pressure that made the flow of water predictable when I turned on the tap in my apartment.

This last point was a deeply disturbing revelation, because the system clearly provided another function, made obvious by the dark water color in two of the incoming channels. I was already filthy and reeking from my journey so far through the sewers. There was more sewage to get through before we reached the mayor.

Of course, I had asked for Schaek’s engineering geek-speak to distract the other two air-breathers from their looming terror, and my plan seemed to be working.

I think the old Littorane understood my intent because he made no reference to the security gate his team were cutting through, fifty meters down below the churning surface of the vortex. Nor of the antipersonnel mines guarding the barrier.

No, the sewers are not a magic highway for desperadoes.

Not unless you have an army of former Marine engineers, and like many of us who had served in the Legion, the War of Liberation had extended not just to our personal status, but to the liberation of service equipment too.

There’s an old Legion saying. With a little butchering, it goes something like this. Gear adrift… is a gift you use at a later date to cut safe passage through underwater gates.

“We’ve cleared the last of the mines,” announced Schaek. I’d expected spectacular sprays of water, but the maelstrom of fluid was so vigorous we could see no sign of the underwater explosions. “The mayor’s residence is 1.2 klicks down the third passage on the left after you emerge through the hole we cut through the gate. Wait for the all clear and then you’re good to go. May the Goddess shield you with the purity of Her song.”

“And sustain us with a round of drinks when we’re done,” I added, as we waited for the Littorane on a far ledge opposite ours to give the signal.

She lifted her tail high and curled its tip into a near-circle.

With the others’ nerves frayed, I couldn’t afford to hesitate or give them the benefit of my wise-assery. I dived into the maelstrom.

From our vantage point above the water, the churning vortex had been a humbling reminder of angry water’s immense power.

But that was nothing compared with the elemental energy that tore at me beneath the surface. I was tossed, buffeted, snatched and twisted at the whim of the complex interplay of currents. And this was no gentle dance. The water flailed my flesh relentlessly, setting up a pounding beat in my lungs that forced out my air. Every instinct shouted at me to breathe, but to suck in air though the breather mask against this furious buffeting was nearly impossible.

But to breathe was my only task at this stage of the operation. Waiting Littoranes grabbed onto my arms and legs and steered me down to the gate.

Their grip was not gentle. If I’d had the breath I would have complained, but then I saw them thrashing their entire bodies from shoulders to tail-tip in a powerful and thoroughly un-humanoid mode of propulsion with which they did battle against the water’s fury.

I had lost all sense of up and down, but we broke through the current into relatively clear water and I saw we were halfway down to the gate. There was the hole, and the Littoranes waiting to guide us through.

My lungs stopped quivering.

We were about to arrest the most heavily defended person on the planet, a man who wanted me dead. And we were going to attempt this on his territory.

That was merely insanely dangerous. The prospect of drowning was far more terrifying. Now that the worst was over, I realized how petrified I had been. My lungs returned to their normal state, but my limbs were trembling so much that it was going to be some time before I could stand on dry land without collapsing into a puddle of nerves.

Not a problem. We were on schedule and the drowning part was over. And by the time we returned here with the mayor, the Littoranes would be waiting with the air refreshed in our breather tanks.

Something large and heavy smacked into the back of my head, punched my kidneys, and pummeled my poor, suffering lungs for good measure.

I thought one of the Littoranes was trying to kill me with a tail-swipe, but then I saw a hailstorm of dark slithers shoot across my vision accompanied by a spray of bubbles.

Blood feathered into the water from wounded Littoranes. Instinct cut in and I gave myself and my companions a visual inspection. My alien guides had taken some minor cuts, but I didn’t see the twitching and arterial blood spray I feared.

“A mine,” said Schaek over comms. “Missed it – it was lodged in a wall channel. Everyone check in.”

I listened out for human and Kurlei voices amongst the translations of the hissing and gasping that passed for Littorane speech.

Silky was fine. Silverberg sounded shaken up but unhurt.

Then I reported in.

I couldn’t.

The bubbles I had seen when the explosion hit now took on a new meaning.

I sucked at my breather mask but drew in only sewer water.

Some instincts can be unhelpful. My body’s automatic response was to relax, switch a mechanical valve in my windpipe that you might not have, and pump the water down into my lungs.

If you weren’t bred for war amongst the stars, then this auto-drown augmentation may seem like a physical impairment, but I was built to fight my battles inside combat armor, not in shirt and pants stained brown by my environment.

There’s no cover to hide behind in space. The closest we can manage is to maneuver so flesh-crushingly fast, and jink so furiously, that we confuse the targeting systems trying to kill us. And for that we suck oxygen-generating buffer gel deep into our body cavities – most crucially our lungs. Even a Marine adapted for voidwar cannot breathe when pulling such high gees.

This was sewer water, not buffer gel.

But it looked as if my former White Knight masters were going to kill me in the end anyway, because my every instinct screamed at me to suck down this fluid as fast as possible.

I cursed my lungs, implored them to expel the water, and my mouth to stop sucking it in.

They betrayed me, obeying my old masters.

I wanted to beg my ghosts to overrule my buffer gel instinct but they were too busy screaming in panic to help.

This was it. The world was going distant and was about to leave me behind.

Killed by my own body. I’d never guessed that was how I’d end.

The water changed its taste, probably my body’s way of making sense of what was happening. It took on a smoky taste sharpened by fresh herbs.

I surrendered to my fate and drank at this illusion.

The world sharpened and returned to me.

I opened my eyes, and flung my arms back in shock to see the Littorane snout banging against my face as it blew air into my mouth.

He paused, pulled back for a moment, and I recognized the orange stripe running along the right shoulder of his tunic. I didn’t know his name, but this was one of the two males Clewie and I had brawled with. Guess he hadn’t held a grudge.

I began to change my mind because when I needed my next breath, the Littorane swam away.

Then another took his place. I could tell his replacement was female from the yellow snout. The scars she’d painted over her face in imitation of mine had smudged slightly in the water, but not enough to be in any doubt who this was.

Clewie embraced me in all four of her stubby limbs and leaned in to breathe life into me, while strong flicks of her tail accelerated us through the water, passing through the gap in the barrier without slowing, but coasting once we were the other side. She drew her head back a little to stare at me through those near-human eyes set into an amphibian face.

Then she started rubbing her tail against my leg.

That was freaky enough, but I was carrying two vital packages strapped to my hip: stealth suits for myself and for the mayor once we’d captured him. I lowered my arms and guarded them jealously, but I needn’t have worried. The damned gator-girl was only tickling me.

Amidst all her grappling, Clewie must have found time to swim, because I suddenly broke water and breathed in air that bubbled in my water-filled lungs.

As Clewie hauled me out of the pool and into a sewer tunnel that held only a trickle of water, I was busy expelling the foreign matter from my suffering lungs.

I’d been engineered to suck in buffer gel rapidly, and now another instinct cut in to purge it from my body, double quick time. Within three seconds, my lungs were free of the fetid water, much of my expulsion now dripping from Clewie. It’s one of the grossest Marine body functions, but it gets the job done.

“Was it necessary to rub my leg?” I asked her, in between my heaving breaths.

“Necessary? No, but I wanted to. It’s your long human legs…” She waved the stubby Littorane equivalents. “Humanoid legs are exotic. Yours fascinate me.”

I put my hands my hips. “You’re not going to hump me, are you?”

“No. But life can be short, Ndeki. Grab your pleasures while you can, and satisfy your curiosity while it still exists. Is that such a bad philosophy?”

My near-death experience was so fresh that my irritation evaporated. “No,” I whispered, “You make perfect sense.” I slapped her on the shoulder. “Tell you what, if we survive this, you can touch my legs and stroke my head as much as you want. Get me drunk enough, you never know, I might even tickle you behind your ears.”

Clewie’s tail shook with laughter. “K’Teene-Joshua Ndeki, if your wife ever tires of you… Talking of which.” She stuck her head back into the water and hissed a command.

A few moments later, Silky and Silverberg clambered out of the water.

I noticed that whatever she was saying, Clewie was taking care to stay off comms.

“Leave your breather tanks here,” Clewie told us. “We shall replenish your air and bring apparatus for the mayor and to replace my honored cousin’s damaged tank. I wish I could go with you.”

I bowed to her. “We are in your debt, K’Teene-Imesty Clesselwed. But you must obey orders and remain here.”

“And, remember,” said Silky, “if we have not returned within two hours then we are never coming back, and you must abort the mission.”

“Will you two stop talking like we’re already dead,” snapped Silverberg. “How your lot ever won a war is beyond me. Now, shift your ugly butts.”

She set off along the tunnel, her flashlight beam revealing its simple polycrete construction.

“Does Silverberg insult my appearance?” asked Silky.

“Yeah,” I replied, crouching down to avoid banging my head as I hurried after the policewoman. “She’s just jealous,” I added when I felt anger flare in the alien’s head.

Honestly, I’d thought Silky was joking, but her anger transformed to satisfaction at my words.

I shook my head, which made me cry out as I scraped my crown on the tunnel roof. Life had never been this complicated in the Legion.


—  CHAPTER 59  —

We finally emerged out of an overflow channel, and had to swim the final distance down and up through a pool in the faux ruined temple. We broke water for the final time in an undercroft where the reddish brick and pink mortar glowed like a furnace in the dawn light streaming through holes cut in the roof at ground level.

“Thank goodness we left the Littoranes outside the boundary,” I said as we changed into our clothes for the next part of the operation. “They would bang on about emerging from a temple being a sign of divine approval.”

“I do not think so,” said Silky. “This temple is merely an ornament. It holds no religious significance. And our allies’ religious conviction is valuable to us because it significantly boosts their morale.”

“Yes, thank you.” I’d been trying for humor to lessen the tension, but Silky had her game head on and there was no room inside for anything outside her mission parameters.

“Wasting your breath, McCall,” said Silverberg. “But nice try anyway.”

Our gazes locked for a moment, united in the strangeness of being allies, and not just against the mayor. We two humans had pushed to arm the Littoranes and storm the compound. But Silky insisted this was a covert snatch operation, not an open assault. That the K’Teene contingent was led by Schaek’s engineering and bureaucratic faction, rather than Koelb-Ndo’s military one, was confirmation the Littoranes sided with Silky. Schaek had been adamant that we must not allow our endeavor to be seen as a Littorane attack on a human politician.

My connection to Silverberg snapped when she frowned and looked away. Possibly because I was stripping off my sewage-soaked clothes. I don’t know why she was so coy. I’d even kept my briefs on for her benefit, though it really made no difference because I now stepped into one of Caccamo’s stealth suits, and if they didn’t make me invisible we would all be too dead to care about anything else.

Silky had gone too hardcore, kick-ass special ops to consider personal comfort. She simply wrapped the stealth suit over her sodden clothes.

And she was absolutely filthy. Silky looked more like a dirty human and less like the usual chalk golem, except for a band of white around her raccoon eyes, where her face mask had kept her clean from the worst of the sewage.

Silverberg shuddered, and sealed herself in too.

“Everyone ready?” she asked once we’d activated the suits.

I gave a thumbs up and so did Silky. We are invisible by now, but the suits communicated with each other through entangled comms via an orbital relay, and I could see Silky and her thumbs up as a ghostly outline painted onto my visor.

“Remember this is an FIA mission,” said Silverberg. “We all have evidence recorders, but I need to be the one to make the arrest if it is to stick. Your role is to enable my capture of Acting Governor Philamon Dutch, and our first task is to locate the bastard.”

I checked the gun built into the suit. It fired low-impact darts that injected its target with either temporary paralysis or permanent death, depending on the firer’s command. Best of all, while the suit was invisible, so too was the weapon.

“Okay,” said Silverberg. “NJ, check out the pavilion. Silky take the upper floor of the main building and I’ll take the lower floors.”

“Yeah, like that’s gonna happen,” I said.

“What?”

“Two-person buddy teams are the only practical size for this,” I explained.

“And we’ve three,” said Silky. “You hang back, NJ, and watch our rear.”

“No way,” said Silverberg. “We split up. Cover the ground more quickly.”

We scrambled up and into an altar room still scarred by the gunfire the mayor’s guards had thrown at Caccamo. From there through the trees to the lawn, I took each step cautiously, expecting to topple over as easily as if Clewie were trying on fake humanoid limbs. But there was no need. The gravitic motors in the soles of our stealth outfits didn’t merely keep our feet off the ground, but constantly adjusted their thrust vector in support of our balance.

Silverberg set off to the main building; Silky went with her.

I watched their ghostly outlines for a few seconds, trying to remind myself how my quiet retirement to this sleepy frontier world had turned into this kind of dawn escapade.

Then I followed, enjoying the sensation of floating over the perfectly manicured lawn.

The suits were so cool. I was gonna bring down the acting governor and make him pay for his crimes, and he wouldn’t even be able to complain that we’d damaged his lawn in the process. Not a single blade was bent.

Silverberg caught me looking down. “What’s the matter, McCall? Need to tie your bootlaces?”

“Nice one,” I replied, but no amount of snark could dent my excitement. “Payback is gonna be such a satisfaction.”

“Contact!” blurted Silky. “Bearing 121.”

I peered at the direction she indicated with my augmented eyes. “It’s a patrol. Two humans and two dogs.”

My suit intercepted the feed from my eyes and began to highlight the patrol, and their likely vector, in my visor. This was a long way short of the tactical map my combat AI used to give me; there was a much cruder AI somewhere in orbit coordinating our data and projecting the path of the patrol across our visors.

“Ignore them,” said Silky. “Let’s move it, humans.” She broke into a jog, headed straight for the main residence on a route that almost put us on intercept with the patrol.

At about ten feet away from the security team, one of the dogs raised its head and breathed in a sensory map of its surroundings.

My heart was pounding, my body wet and sweating, and my two companions still wore clothes stained brown.

The hound gave a satisfied doggy chuff and lowered its head.

Either that dog was a lot cleverer than we were, or we’d passed undetected.

I kept an eye on the patrol to make sure – checking our rear was my job, after all – and by the time I had convinced myself Caccamo’s stealth gear was as good as its promise, Silky and Silverberg were using their gravitic boost to ascend the front of the mayor’s palace.

“Sleep tight, Philamon Dutch,” I said to myself. “It’s the last chance you’ll ever get.”


—  CHAPTER 60  —

We fine-tuned our entry plan while we ran across the lawn. The open window on the upper floor was where I would have entered, but Silky insisted the invitation of an open portal could be a trap.

I thought it could be the sign of a man with confidence in his security team wanting some fresh air on a warm night, but we deferred to Silky’s experience in assassinations and the like, and made instead for a locked window two rooms to the left.

I was still new at this. In my world, when you make a sneak attack, you keep stealthy for as long as possible, and then you rain down explosions and noise and fake target signatures on your target, so they don’t know where to run or where to shoot, preferably because you’ve turned them into a trembling heap of nerves.

Silky’s war hadn’t been like that. After a few moments’ work with a special toolset, which she shielded from view with her stealthed body, she slid the window open, and beckoned us in.

“I’m feeding false data into the automatic security system,” she said when I joined the others in the unoccupied bedroom. “We’ll exfil with the target through the same window.”

“And if this way is blocked?” queried Silverberg. “I want a contingency route.”

Silky didn’t bother to reply, instead opening the bedroom door a mere fraction and poking a worm camera through the narrow opening that bled buttery light from the hallway beyond.

“Rachel,” I explained, “if we can’t get back this way, then we’ve been discovered. And if that happens, we’re dead.”

“Clear,” said Silky. She spoke in human tongue, and I was proud of the way with just one word she managed to convey a rich depth of meaning: keep it real, kids. Focus!

We crept out into the plush hallway. A thick carpet, patterned with the city crest, and showing no signs of wear, would have cushioned our feet if we weren’t floating on the thrust vectors of our gravitic motors. Our way was lit by luminous panels set flush into the walls, which flickered in a suggestion of candlelight that was reflected in the many ornately framed mirrors.

Most noteworthy of all were the doors with their handles fashioned from scrolled silver. Hopefully, the mayor was asleep behind one of these doors.

Silky scanned through each one for life signs using the sensors built into our suits. I kept behind and scanned below, up, and behind the walls.

Our little convoy travelled the length of the hallway, turned a right angle and then hit pay dirt.

“One individual,” said Silky, pointing to a door without any close neighbors. “Human.”

“Silky and I will stun the occupant,” said Silverberg. “McCall, ready the mayor’s stealthsuit.”

“Roger that,” I replied but I kept the mayor’s suit wrapped in its invisible pouch, not wanting to reveal it until we were sure we’d caught the right man.

I checked my gun was ready to fire and set to stun rounds, and then took a position to guard the door.

Silverberg counted down and then the two women burst into the room.

——

We thought we’d planned for everything.

Stealth suits that didn’t bend grass and couldn’t be smelt out by guard dogs. Check.

Kick-ass, special ops alien who could pass through security systems like a Littorane swims through water. Yes, we’d remembered to bring one of those along too.

Schaek had even given us something for the mayor’s personal force shield – a device that would shrink it down and turn it into a straitjacket. We couldn’t kill the mayor if he activated his force shield, but we could stuff him into the spare stealthsuit and return the way we’d come.

No plan is foolproof, but I thought ours was pretty neat.

Silverberg and Silky had closed the door behind them, and when it opened again, my eyes expected to see the two women carrying an unconscious mayor.

Instead, it was Philamon Dutch himself who opened the door, his smile beaming. “Do join us, McCall.”

My gaze took in Silky and Silverberg, their suits half-unfastened with head sections dangling down their shoulders, and their hands held high.

What had gone wrong?

Then I saw them. On either side of the enormous bedroom the size of a carrier hanger, nestled amongst armed guards, were two small figures who themselves wore stealth suits, now deactivated. Sensitive bands of translucent darkness wrapped across the front of their heads, in which eyes and other exquisite sensitive organs lurked. They were the best defense against stealth technology.

Imps.

“Yes, indeed,” said the mayor, guessing my interest, and sounding annoyingly confident for someone talking to an invisible person. “To the best of my knowledge, there are only two imps in the whole of the city. Naturally, after the recent unpleasantness when the lawful governor was murdered, I made them an offer to work for me they didn’t dare refuse. They saw you creeping along the hallway on tiptoe. Tiptoe! Most endearing, McCall. And slow enough for them to summon help with seconds to spare. Did you know I was woken by my response team banging on my window? Such a rush, and you! You are a treasure, McCall, and like any treasure there is a time to be hoarded and a time to be spent. Sadly for you, it is to be the latter.”

When one of the imps undid my helmet and deactivated my suit, the mayor put a friendly hand on my shoulder. “You have lived a long and troubled existence, Ndeki. All that is over now. Welcome to the final day of your life.”

“Sorry, NJ,” Silverberg said, as I followed the mayor into the room. “We’re dead.”

That was undoubtedly true, but I was thinking of the best way to make my exit. I didn’t get a feeling the policewoman was thinking the same way.

Silky would. I looked her way, hoping for a connection. Maybe together we could take the mayor with us down to hell?

Guns were everywhere, tracking my every move. Didn’t matter because they looked small caliber and I was an Assault Marine. It took a lot of stopping power to put me down.

To my astonishment, Silky ignored my attempts to attract her attention and instead began peeling off her stealthsuit, slowly and deliberately.

She threw the mayor a demure look, obviously hoping to catch his notice.

She did that all right.

“Oh, Silky,” I mumbled. “Don’t.” I knew what she was up to. She’d talked of offering herself as bait to the mayor’s obsessions. It made my guts churn to watch her attempt to seductively lift her soiled shirt.

But I bit down my disgust and edged closer to the mayor. This distraction could work. If I could just grab his neck. A good twist and a snap of neck vertebrae and he’d never bother anyone again.

But he put a restraining hand on Silky.

“You marry ugliness and beauty in perfect and delicious combination,” he said with relish. “I want to taste your disgusting alienness on my tongue. But you are not to be my fatal weakness. Oh, no, my dear. That is not how this works.”

He beckoned one of his heavies with a nod. “Restrain the Marine. Prepare him for our entertainment in the Morning Room. I have decided McCall shall enjoy the demon’s pleasure.”


—  CHAPTER 61  —

“I researched your species,” the mayor told Silky, “and I can see your weakness, Kurlei.” The veck pointed at me.

I wanted to bite his finger off, but my head was gripped tightly by a piece of sculpture. It was an unwelcome new experience for me, but the mayor had taken great pride in explaining that most of the ornaments and sculptures in his residence doubled as devices of torture or pleasure.

“I don’t care about him,” Silky protested. “I’m better off without the human dragging me down.”

The mayor leaned in close to the alien woman, the proximity clearly exciting him, making him tremble. “Nice try,” he said, “but I’m not buying.”

He whirled around to face me. “What you think, Mr. McCall? Is your wife deserting you in your darkest hour?”

I spat in his face.

He slapped mine hard enough for my vision to blur.

I reckon I had the best of that exchange.

“I forget myself,” said the mayor, “and have sunk back down to my humble roots. Not that I am ashamed to have been a Marine, to be one still.”

“You’re no Marine, Philamon Dutch.”

“Oh, but I am. And yet I must learn to comport myself differently amongst the civilian elite. Apparently, with fellow humans it is a faux pas to discuss their private business with wives and husbands, but it is de rigueur to seduce said spouses and pretend nothing is going on, when in reality the upper echelons of the entire city are indulging in illicit affairs as we speak. It’s all they ever seem to do, and a large part of why they are so ineffectual. Nonetheless, I shall speak of your wife no more, though I shall certainly seduce her later. Perhaps we should move to a more neutral topic of conversation? My furnishings, McCall. Does my Morning Room delight you?”

I ignored the provocation and considered again the room in which we were held, but I could see no exit routes other than the door into the hallway – at which three armed guards were stationed – and a glass panel that looked out over a miniature garden, which sloped down to the manicured lawn that steamed in the early morning sun. Beyond lay the shimmering silver of the ornamental lake, and beyond that a domed pavilion, all of which looked very pretty but none of which helped me.

The mayor rested a hand on the statue that gripped me and looked at me in disappointment. “Have you nothing to say about my beautiful demon?”

Yes… the demon. I was trying not to think about the statue wrought in a dull black metal in whose embrace I was caught. Oh, I’m sure she was a magnificent piece of sculpture, a humanoid and very feminine figure with a subtly otherworldly cut to her face, and a not so subtle adaptation to her coccyx, which extended behind and curled around her shoulder, long lengths of fused metal vertebrae bifurcating repeatedly before curling around into a web of filigree fingers, into which her prey was secured with the aid of adjustable screws to her tail tips.

My head was held fast in the grip of the demon tail, which also wrapped itself around my left thigh.

Unlike the statues on the lawn, displaying their beauty for all to see in static poses, the demon was lunging to her left, reaching out with one taloned hand that gripped me around one buttock, with the mayor threatening that if I didn’t behave, the hand that held me there could be swapped out for an alternative that would secure me in an altogether more invasive manner.

“Yes,” I eventually answered him. “Your demon speaks to me. She says you cannot bond normally with women. Did you have a difficult relationship with your mommy, Philamon?”

The mayor merely shrugged. “You attempt to make an intelligent reference to the repeating motif of the beautiful demon woman.”

“You enjoy torturing women,” said Silverberg.

It was crazy, but I smiled to hear her voice. With my field of vision so restricted by the tail’s grip, I hadn’t been sure Silverberg was still there. She sounded as if she had regained a little spirit, which cheered me.

“Thank you for your intriguing suggestion,” said the mayor, walking over to Silverberg. I cringed at the dull thud as he punched her, and again at the sound of the Earther woman collapsing, gasping for breath.

“No,” said the mayor. “That did nothing for me. Did you enjoy that, Silverberg?”

She could only groan.

“How disappointing. You’re wrong, you see. I don’t enjoy torturing any more than the next person. But I love to watch my beauties inflict pain, and now I seem to have three of you to play with. Where to begin?”

“Your mind is diseased,” said Silky. “Even for a human.”

I quailed inwardly. Please, Silky, don’t make him hit you too.

But Dutch seemed pleased by the interruption. “Diseased? Perhaps, but I am happy. Take my beautiful demon here. She’s going to kill your husband and we’re going to have a wonderful time appreciating her work.”

He opened a cabinet stood against the wall and took out an ornately carved wooden box. “Been wanting to try this out for simply ages.”

He placed the box on a glass table in my field of view. I didn’t recognize the device cushioned inside the folds of green velvet, but it was constructed from the same black metal as the demon.

“It’s a clockwork crossbow,” explained the mayor, strapping the device over the demon’s right wrist and the taloned index finger that extended to within inches of my chest.

“There,” said the mayor, after adjusting the demon’s hand, so the dart-armed finger was now millimeters away from my skin. “A lot of work to set up, but artwork of this caliber demands a little effort to unlock its pleasures. This is a clockwork timer, set to thirty seconds. When the time is up, the bolt will fire. But where will it hit you?”

He flicked a switch hidden in the demon’s tail that made her right arm move in an elliptical orbit, drawing the finger with the spring-loaded bolt over my chest up to my collarbone, and down to my navel before returning.

With a snap like a pistol shot, the mayor set off the clockwork timer.

Tick.

Tick.

“What’s it to be first?” he asked. “A critical wound or merely a painful one?” Dutch wasn’t talking to me; I think he was addressing Silky. “Well, my dear, your Marine is tough, I know.” He touched his scarred cheek. “I took a few wounds myself in the war, and I’m still around to enjoy your terror.”

“He’ll kill us all,” I shouted. I couldn’t keep my eyes off the dart just millimeters from my chest. “We all know how he tortured Mrs. Gregory. How he murdered all those people in the police cells. He’ll kill you too, Silky. Go out with dignity.”

“Oh, no,” said the mayor. “You are rather missing the point, Mr. Marine. Yes, I fed those vagrants and thieves to the parasite within Mrs. Gregory, because it pleased me to watch her destroy them. Yes, I ordered the murder of Governor Lawless. And, yes, I will kill all of you here. Why else would I incriminate myself unless I was absolutely certain neither you, nor any evidence you may be recording, Lieutenant Silverberg, will ever leave this building intact. And yet…” He breathed in my fear, which gave him such a rush he once again started to tremble. “And yet your faithful Kurlei cannot help herself but do anything to save you. Literally helpless. She is bound to you.”

He leaned back and inspected the clockwork mechanism. “Eight seconds left, more or less.”

“Stop!” screamed Silky.

Without the merest hint of urgency, the mayor gave her a disappointed look and raised an eyebrow.

“Please,” my wife begged. “I’ll do anything you want. Just don’t hurt him.”

“I think ‘please’ will do for now,” said the mayor, switching off the mechanism and moving in close to engorge himself on another deep breath of me.

I fought against the demon’s grip, intending to snap my head back and head-butt him, but she was too strong. The mayor grabbed my ears, pulling and twisting them so violently that I had to fight back a wave of nausea.

“The fear in you tastes divine,” he said, and then kissed me, sucking at my lower lip, but moving smartly back before I could bite him.

“Put the policewoman in holding block ‘A’,” he ordered his guards.

He opened another drawer in the wooden wall-mounted cabinet, and took out a different clockwork timing mechanism, which he slotted into the rear of the one the demon was already wearing. “Thirty minutes on this one.”

He activated the timer, starting up the music of reeling miniature cogs, which accompanied the slow exhalation of wound springs that would eventually kill me.

He gently took Silky’s hand, hesitating when he saw how filthy it was, but then he laughed and kissed its back anyway, as if this were a formal dance. “My dear, you have thirty minutes to amuse me. Thirty minutes to beg for his life. If you succeed, I extend his life for another half hour. Would you care to wager how long he will last?”

“No, sir.”

“Hmmm.” He regarded her, his face flushed with hunger as he ran his gaze over her kesah-kihisia, down her slender neck, and then back up to the dark pools in which her eyes gleamed like black opals. He licked his lips. “Let us retire to…” His sentence drifted into incoherence, his words drowning under a sea of lust.

I tried to catch Silky’s eye, to share a spirit of resolve as we had so many times before. But she wouldn’t look my way. The putrid stink of abject defeat oozed out of her mind, drowning out the physical stench of the sewers by far.

So many times I had turned to Silky for strength. So many times I’d needed to see that resolve and remind myself that I could still be a Marine.

But not now. Philamon Dutch was right. He’d sliced open her resolve to reveal her fatal flaw.

Me.


—  CHAPTER 62  —

Almost half an hour passed in the demon’s embrace. Tick… Tick… said her arm as it counted down my final moments. The beautiful sneer on her not-quite human face felt more contemptuous by the moment.

It was just the two of us in the Morning Room. Marine and demon.

Initially, I thought leaving me alone was overconfidence on the mayor’s part. I fought hard. I writhed, overbalanced, wriggled and squirmed. I was battling an over-complex ornament and I was a proven survivor. How hard could this be? But the mayor was no fool. I was strapped in tightly, and the demon’s legs had been bolted into the floor. No doubt hidden eyes watched my struggles too.

When the door finally opened, I tried to appear relaxed. I was determined that Dutch would kill me with as little pleasure as I could manage.

“Ah, Mr. McCall. There you are. Forgive me. I had intended to pay you more attention on this visit – there are so many ways my demon likes to grip her prey – but, alas, your wife is such a pleasure that I wish to return to her without delay.”

He reset the clockwork timing mechanism. “Another half hour, and then you shall have my full attention. See? I am good for my word. Don’t go away.”

I didn’t say a word. Didn’t want to give the veck the satisfaction.

His next word, though, gave me whole planets filled with the sweetest delight.

“Shit,” he said, with feeling.

“You’re finished, Dutch,” Silverberg told him. Sounded like she was by the doorway, but the demon wouldn’t let me move my head to see. “Your guards are disabled. You have incriminated yourself with your own boasts, and as soon as we get out of your cyber jamming, I shall pass on the evidence of your crimes and your career will be at an end.”

“Yes, it does appear that you have bested me,” said the mayor. “On the other hand, I could simply kill all of you before you can cause me discomfort.” I didn’t like the confidence in his voice.

“You shall not,” said a high-spec translator voice.

Clewie! It had to be.

“Really?” the mayor sneered. “You lose, Littorane. I am shielded from your interference.”

“You want to hide behind your personal shield?” taunted my alien friend. “Be our guest. We can bring your shield with you into custody.”

Dutch gave her a withering look. “Not that shield.”

The ground rumbled, a sound I’d heard once before. The big shield was about to come down. It shook us to the floor.

The mayor recovered the quickest and ran straight at the window. He didn’t stop, the frame shattering as he pushed through the narrow gap.

Silverberg freed me from the demon, and I ran to the window. We were twenty feet above graveled path but Philamon Dutch had been an Assault Marine, like me.

I watched him get to his feet, and with only a slight limp run away in the direction of the ornamental lake and the pavilion beyond at the far extent of the force bubble’s shimmer.

Clewie started shouting orders into her radio comms. Three Littoranes burst out the ground floor of the mansion in pursuit, but Dutch had a hundred-meter lead on them, and it quickly became apparent that the incredible Littorane speed over short dashes turned into a lumbering lope over longer distances. I was about to jump out the window and follow Dutch down, but Clewie held me back with her tail. “Leave it to my juniors.”

The pursuing Littoranes jumped into the ornamental pool and slipped just below the surface, three bow waves that now made rapid progress against Dutch.

It was close, though. The fastest Littorane flew out of the lake’s far end, dashed toward the fleeing mayor and launched herself into the air.

But Dutch jumped higher than should have been possible for such a heavy man. The Littorane just clipped his lower foot leaving her clutching at air before she barreled away along the grass.

The next Littorane was about to grab for his leg, but the entrance to the pavilion slid open. Dutch threw himself through, and the Littorane slammed into the unyielding surface of the quickly resetting door.

I magnified my view of the pavilion. It looked like a little fortress, with no ground-floor openings other than the door which easily resisted the small arms fire directed by the Littoranes.

Clewie ordered her cousins to bring all the plasma pistols and burn a way in.

“Do it,” I told her. “But it’s unlikely to work. We need the Fermi drills from the sewer team.”

We had questions, but we didn’t interrupt as she communicated with her team as we followed the Littorane downstairs to where to the mayor’s staff were being held.

We found a dozen prisoners huddled into one corner of a formal dining room, glaring at two Littorane kids armed with pistols.

“Where’s the rest?” Silverberg asked Clewie, who ignored her until she had finished issuing her orders.

“I have six brave cousins and the three of you. We are few in number but we shall prevail.” She raised her tail high and there was threat in the way she swished it. “Do you lack faith, human?”

I rested a hand on Clewie’s head. “Easy, cousin. Just explain what’s happening.”

Her tail slumped to rest flat long the polished wooden blocks of the floor. “The force bubble extends beneath the ground. Honored Uncle Schaek and the Fermi drills are on the wrong side. We’re cut off. Isolated.”

“No,” insisted Silverberg. “Not isolated. United. Littorane, Earther human, Kurlei, and Marine. Individually we are strong, but if we can combine together we will be invincible.”

I wasted several seconds staring at the police officer. For a moment there I’d though she was going to spring reinforcements on us. I shook my head. “We make a helluva team,” I said. “But are we amateur night special ops or a comedy act? I can’t figure that out.”

Clewie lifted her tail off the floor. “Let us discover the answer, Cousin Ndeki.”


—  CHAPTER 63  —

We were over-extended and operating on our enemy’s home territory.

With one of Clewie’s gang searching the main residence for a way to turn off the main force field generator, just two guarding all the prisoners and themselves against anyone they had missed, that left Clewie and three other Littoranes taking cover behind ornamental bushes and statues, keeping their captured weapons trained on the upper windows of the pavilion in case the mayor should present a target. Meanwhile, Silky and I shot balls of plasma at the pavilion’s reinforced door frame, trying to weaken the material. Every so often I gave the door an exploratory kick, and each time I did, I was rewarded with a crack as something began to rupture.

What was going on inside?

I could be about to face an army of Little Tin Bastards, or maybe the mayor had fled down a trap-filled underground labyrinth, and opened up a portal to allow in the guards stationed in the bunkers outside the force bubble.

There was no point worrying about what I couldn’t possibly know, so I concentrated on kicking down that bastard door.

But I did worry, because I knew that deep inside, Philamon Dutch was like me. Sitting still would not be an option for him. He would have a surprise left; I was sure of it.

Suddenly, an explosion burst over our heads. Silky and I took cover in the doorway and looked up to see the pavilion roof had shattered and an armored figure jumped high into the early morning air.

It had to be the mayor, and in an ACE-series combat suit too. Marvelous! Littorane gunfire raked the powered armor, but they were wasting their time.

In a gravity well, the suit couldn’t fly but its motors were powerful enough to slow the mayor’s descent from a headlong fall into a graceful dismount.

“Keep back,” I told everyone. “If we mass our firepower, we might be able to punch through the armor. But we’ll need our people back at the mansion too. Make your way back there now. Run! Swim!”

The Littorane kids had done well up to this point. Too well. They hadn’t failed enough in their lives to know when they were beaten.

I’d started running for the mansion, but I stopped and turned back in horror as the mayor grabbed one Littorane by the tail, picking him up in one hand and hurling him through the air to crash senseless against a tree. While he seemed distracted in gloating at this result, Clewie’s other two cousins timed a simultaneous attack with their tails, driving the meat of them against the mayor’s ankles.

You brave idiots, I said to myself, but I’d underestimated the Littoranes and the sheer force of their tail strikes. The mayor’s feet bent backward and he began a slow-motion fall devoid of the normal arm-flinging, as if he were a stone statue toppled from its plinth.

Clearly in great pain from the hurt in their tails, the two Littoranes poured shot after shot into the base of the mayor’s neck, where the helmet joined the torso armor. They thought it was a weak point.

It was not.

The mayor was on his knees. He’d stopped falling but seemed to be having difficulty controlling his suit.

“Stop it!” I shouted. “Aim under his armpits.”

The Littoranes hesitated, but before I could join them, the mayor reached behind and dragged the aliens through the grass, gouging deep channels of mud with their bodies.

He used their slumped forms to push off against the ground and then casually tossed them into the lake.

“Clewie!” I shouted in warning at the Littorane girl who had also approached the armored figure, but now saw sense and was trying to retreat. Dutch’s control of his suit was clumsy, but the powered exo-muscles outpaced the Littorane as she ran for the lake. The mayor would follow, but at least she would be more nimble in her most natural element.

They passed just a few meters from me, a helpless bystander to the horror unfolding. My teeth were set in a snarl of rage but I was out of ideas. I was armed, but even if my mental blockage would let me fire, against that combat suit my gun would be as effective as a water pistol against a battleship.

I needed another form of weapon. But what?

Then all thoughts stopped as the mayor seized Clewie’s tail and swung her around in a blur about his head.

“Clewie! No, stop! Please!”

The mayor launched her skyward.

“No!”

Clewie’s wonderfully ridiculous little limbs flailed feebly at nothing, until with a hefty crunch she impacted the underside of the force bubble high overhead.

“Clewie,” I groaned.

“You know, McCall, I think we are not are so dissimilar in our taste in women.” The mayor watched the Littorane’s descent without bothering to look my way. “You clearly like the amphibian girl. And then there’s your alien wife. You merely lack a sense of adventure.”

My friend was about to hit the lake. At her speed the result would break every bone in her body. But at the last moment, she recovered her senses enough to face the water head on and she entered the water as cleanly as a gaibolga gull diving for fish.

“No matter,” said the mayor. “If she survives. I’ll just toss her up into the shield and keep on going until she stops moving.”

“We’re not the same,” I growled at the mayor. “I can still remember what it is to be human.”

“I live on the edge,” he sneered. “That’s why I’m mayor, and why I’m going to be governor. Why you’re all going to die. It’s not power that drives me. Nor sex, not really. Not even the look of fear in my rivals’ eyes when they know they’re going to die. It’s the thrill of danger that gets my juices flowing.”

“You’re mad.”

“Of course I’m mad,” he shouted through his suit speaker at a deafening level that made my head ring and my intestines knot. By the time my skull stopped humming, the mayor had drawn a flenser pistol on me. “We were Assault Marines,” he said quietly enough for me to understand, “bred for danger. We were meant to die. What happens to us after the war? That was never a consideration in our design. Oh, I’ve researched you, McCall, former Sergeant Ndeki Joshua of 801st Assault. If not for your Kurlei woman, you would have sunk into a hole and faded away like so many others.”

“Probably. Well, bad news for you. I’m better now.”

“Better, are you? Let me show you how much better you are. Give him that pistol, policewoman.”

While Silky looked on, Rachel walked across the grass lawn, a weirdly polite setting for this early-morning extreme violence, picked up a plasma pistol discarded by one of the Littoranes, and handed it to me.

“Are you carrying handcuffs, Silverberg?” the mayor asked. When she nodded, he continued, “I imagine they’re a little small for my arms now that they’re inside this suit. It would be a waste for you to bring them all this way and not use them. Cuff yourself and then stand back. You keep away too, Kurlei.”

“Now then,” the mayor said to me, once I had the pistol in my hand, “would you like me dead, McCall?”

“I would.”

“Then kill me!”

The mayor undid his neck seals and lifted off his helmet, keeping his gun trained on Silky. “Pass your weapon to anyone else and I will shoot your wife. But you, I invite to kill me. Burn my face to melted flesh with your plasma pistol. How difficult can it be? You’ve taken many lives, McCall. How many did you kill in the war? Hundreds? Thousands?”

“More.”

“More? Splendid! Then what’s one extra, and in defense of your loyal comrades?”

I raised the pistol.

“Yes. Go on. You want it so much.”

I flicked off the safety.

His eyes blazed, daring the universe to finally take his life.

I couldn’t pull the trigger. Not yet, but I hadn’t expected this to be easy.

His mouth opened in a grin of triumph.

But I wasn’t finished yet. I pictured his head melting in a ball of plasma, but I still couldn’t fire. I asked my ghosts to fire for me, but they explained they were only a part of my mind and couldn’t operate without my consent. I gave them that consent, big time, but they said it didn’t work that way. They couldn’t, no matter how many times we ran through this cycle they still could not shoot. How difficult could it be? Just a little pressure… Nothing really. Sweat beaded on my brow.

“No?” the mayor taunted. “Oh, dear. And you call me mad?”

I added my other hand to the gun – two fingers on the trigger. But I couldn’t shoot. Whatever mental blockage afflicted me, I couldn’t defeat it.

“Last chance, McCall.”

I reapplied the safety, dropped the gun to the ground and sank to my knees.

“Who’s insane now, eh?”

Insanity? Yes, I’d brushed against it many times, but with Silky and Revenge Squad’s help, I had emerged – well, not exactly normal, but differently sane.

I beckoned Silky to me with a psychic call. She crouched behind and put her arm around me.

The mayor gloated with glee shining in his eyes, and began to reset his helmet.

“His movements are slow,” I whispered to Silky. “Uncoordinated.”

“And that means he has no suit AI,” she replied. Hope fluttered in my heart, but did Silky understand what to do?

“Silence!” boomed the mayor at a deafening level.

“Stay away from McCall and his gun,” he told Silky. “I don’t want to shoot you just yet. As for the others…”

Silky gave me a slicing strike to the neck. It hurt but the blow that should have stunned me was deliberately off target – just for show, a distraction to the real assault she made on my spine, which hurt far more. Oh, yes.

Her hands had always looked delicate to me, but her people had evolved from predators, not tree-hopping fruit munchers like mine. She ripped my clothing, and thrust a hand through the hide of my back, gouging a route into my spine.

I held my scream inside as she twisted part of my back, and kept on violating the artificial organs that ran down my spine until… until all color, sound, and meaning drained from the universe, and I was watching myself from a distance of thousand light-years.

“What is this?” said the mayor. “Why did you do that?”

“So I wouldn’t hear NJ complain when I do this.” Silky came at the mayor, wrapping her legs around his waist and clinging onto his neck.

I looked on without interest. I possess the memory, but the memory lacks meaning. I was no more engaged with the scene before me than a simple camera understands the photons passing through its lens. I was a mechanism, no more.

Silky kissed him on his darkened helmet visor, while running a hand over his armored chest that left a thick trail of my blood. “Let him live a little longer. Please, I’ll do anything.”

Without caring or understanding, I saw movement as the AI casing she had pressed against his chest port was absorbed by the battle suit, its cyber ports unprotected by the absent combat AI it was designed to carry.

“A delectable offer,” said the mayor, and then flung Silky hurtling along the lawn and out of my field of view. I heard her cry of pain, and the way it was cut short, but I couldn’t stir myself to turn my head and see.

The mayor gave a little, amplified laugh. “Regrettably, my pert little alien, I have work to do. Killing all your friends, starting with…” He loomed over my kneeling form. In that suit he could easily crush my skull to pulp, I began the faintest inklings of engagement with this situation.

He lifted his armored foot, but it did not descend on my head.

“What have you…?” he began, but it was a female voice that spoke next through the suit speaker. “Promise me you’ll grow your beard back, Ndeki. You look ridiculous.”

It had been many decades since I’d heard that voice outside of my head, but its familiarity worked me a little into the external world.

“Who are you? Silverberg asked the combat suit.

“I’m his wife. The mother of his dead child. The one who has looked out for Ndeki since he was sixteen years old, and that’s why I don’t like you for a start, Rachel Silverberg.”

“But we’re on the same side,” Silverberg protested.

“You… are… a nasty… Nasty… Nah… nah…”

Silence.

I have no memory of what the others were doing during the long pause before white noise exploded from the combat suit’s speaker.

The suit danced.

Arms pumping hard, Sanaa stomped boot-shaped craters into the lawn while her helmet jerked in random orientations, and all the while the noise the suit blurted out obliterated all other sounds with sheer volume.

All right, I don’t suppose the fusion of stored human personality and combat AI that had simmered in my spine for many years was actually trying to dance. But without Sanaa’s ghost, my mind was so reduced that it latched on to the first interpretation it could map Sanaa’s actions onto, and halted there.

The noisy suit’s dance took it closer to my position with every step.

Silverberg kicked me. Hard. “Wake up, McCall. Your allegedly loving late wife is going to kill you.”

“Never,” cried Sanaa. “Never… Never… Ne… ne… ne…. n…”

Sanaa’s combat suit came to a complete halt.

I looked on as motors whirred inside the suit and it suddenly flew apart in a spray of hot fluids. The suit stayed upright, but its front had hinged open, to reveal the mayor inside, naked and coated in lubricant.

He flopped forward onto the oily grass like a newborn animal slithering in its own birthing fluids. Emergency de-suiting was never a gentle experience, and even though this newborn’s head was hidden inside a combat helmet, I could tell from his heaving chest that he was gasping. But he recovered rapidly, too fast for Silverberg who had approached the vulnerable mayor, but now shrunk back.

I flinched as he ripped the pipe out of his anus. Then the mayor struggled to his feet, removed his helmet, and grinned, the radial burst on his left cheek seeming to wink at me.

The scene brought up powerful memories. Of my squadmates de-suiting at forward operating bases and shipboard armoring compartments. All of us emerging with a pipe up our ass and tubes to handle our other needs. No one cared about the ungainly sights and smells. We were just ecstatic to have lived, although Bahati always complained about the lack of solid food. Likely a good part of the happiness came from the drugs our suits constantly passed through our bodies, but the happy highs of de-suiting were better than the usual dehumanizing effect of the combat drugs.

I remembered the grab-assing that came with de-suiting when I was an eager, young cadet.

I remembered the knowing glances exchanged with the Sarge when I was a weary veteran corporal.

I remembered holding hands with Sanaa.

I remembered being a Marine.

“You’ve been an amusing diversion,” said the mayor, grabbing the flenser gun out of the combat suit’s dead fingers. “Now it’s time to kill you.”

It’s difficult to describe my reaction because it was as if I had been reset to factory default settings. I couldn’t form coherent thoughts, nor emotions, I was reduced, stripped down, yet honed.

I saw an immediate threat and did what any Marine would do.

I grabbed the gun I’d dropped at my feet and shot the mayor dead. Once through the head, and another round through the heart for good measure.

I assessed the impact on the target, and found it consistent with the norms inflicted by plasma rounds on unarmored flesh. Critical organs had been vaporized, the surrounding area cauterized into a sooty, black crust. The target was no longer a threat.

Around me I saw faces looking at me strangely, as if I’d done something important, but when Silky had ripped Sanaa from my spine, so much of my mind had been torn out with her that I couldn’t understand what was happening. My head was stuck on the last memory that seemed important: the fear blossoming on the mayor’s face in the instant before I ended him. There was no room for anything else. No need.

We appeared to be out of immediate danger, and that meant I no longer had a function.

I lost interest, and my memories ceased.


—  CHAPTER 64  —

Apparently, I was a hero.

Not that anybody would use those words.

Rachel had captured all the events that morning with her evidence recorder, which for the most part was a basic camera, microphone, and microwave and radio wave wideband receiver, but had the distinction of being so comprehensively timestamped, ID’d, and encrypted that it was admissible in court as evidence. Her account uploaded to the datasphere as soon as the main force shield lifted. Most importantly she had recorded the part where Mayor and Acting Governor Philamon Dutch was shot resisting legitimate arrest by an FIA agent.

Merely stunned after being thrown by Dutch like a bowling ball, Silky had retrieved Sanaa’s AI casing from the combat suit and replaced it in my spine. I slowly came back into the world. Sights and sounds returned but I could think of nothing to say for a very long time. I was back but I wasn’t seeing the world in quite the same way. My psyche was rebooting into a slightly altered configuration.

I called for Sanaa.

In my distress and confusion, it was the most natural thing in the world. Most of my life, if I needed a hand to hold or person to explain to me why the endless horror wasn’t meaningless, it had been Sanaa. She was all I had ever wanted; I eventually understood that she was there but she was somehow unable to answer.

I realized after a while that all the time I had been sitting there propped up against a tree, there had been someone sitting in front of me, watching as life returned to my eyes. It was an alien. Beneath a coating of mud and filth, I could see she was white skinned and black eyed.

A while longer and I remembered this alien was important to me.

After that, my life rebuilt itself in my head at a dizzying pace.

I held out my hand, and Silky snatched it in both of hers, giving a yelp of pleasure.

“The Littoranes…?” I asked, the words forming with difficulty.

“Were magnificent,” she said. “Injured, but they will recover. I speculate they will boast of the scars they won today.”

I looked at her. Filthy. Exhausted inside and out. Under her shirt, those bruises still covered her torso, but her main hurt was elsewhere. I could sense painful memories just beginning to scab over.

“Let’s go home,” I said.

“We cannot. Silverberg says she needs your witness statement ASAP.”

I laughed. “Silverberg can go vulley herself and her witness statement.” I got to my feet and Silky did likewise. “I resign her deputy FIA field commission. And if she wants to stop me, she’ll have to shoot me.”

“You’re a very annoying human,” said Silky. “I think that’s why I love you.”

I nodded, deeply satisfied. Everything was going to be all right.

Hand-in-hand we walked across the ornamental lawn, now pitted with dents and muddy channels, and stained with blood and armor fluids. We passed two police trucks with open rear doors giving a view onto sullen figures chained against bulkhead rails.

The CDF was here in force too: a squad of armored carriers backed up with three grav tanks, and troops covering all the approaches.

We passed Silverberg arguing with her former police colleagues, who were trying to interrogate some of the house staff. She pretended not to see us, which suited me fine. I was going back to our apartment for a shower and a sleep, and no one and nothing was going to stop me.

I figured after the month we’d just had, we deserved that much.


—  CHAPTER 65  —

We returned to the apartment we hadn’t seen since we’d interrogated Silverberg in the bathroom. I laughed at that memory as I washed off the stink first, while Silky grabbed a snack. Silverberg had turned out all right in the end, but Silky… As we’d neared home she had grown closed. Probably just extreme fatigue, but… maybe there was more to her change in mood.

As if my thoughts had summoned her, the bathroom door opened. Silky strode in and stripped naked. Nudity never seemed to bother her, but I knew something was wrong because she dumped her clothing in a heap on the tiled floor instead of folding or hanging them, which she always did even if the clothes needed washing.

I felt the draft when she opened the shower door and stepped inside, sealing the two of us within what suddenly seemed a very cramped cubicle.

“I can’t wait all day for you,” she explained. “I’ve got my own dirt to wash away, and there’s more than just the physical stains.”

I could hear the dissonance in her voice. I wasn’t certain she was lying but there was a truth hidden beneath her words, and my worst fears filled the gap in my understanding.

“Silky,” I said quietly but firmly. “Tell me what the mayor did to you.”

“Drop it, NJ.”

I gently touched the back of her jaw where it joined her neck. It was the gentlest of touches, but when she shook her head, I didn’t let it break my contact. “I think you need to tell me.”

I wasn’t expecting the laugh that burst from her. “You are such a fussy-hen, NJ. It was horrible but I was lucky. The pain he inflicted was agonizing but purely physical. He…” She closed her eyes and turned her head away. “When the pain left me, it was gone. A hot shower and a good night in bed is what I need. Strong coffee in the morning might help.”

I didn’t believe her. I put my arms around her as gently as I could. Fates, she felt so small!

“It’s the truth,” she insisted. “It’s the thought of what he might have done next that terrifies me. Is that stupid?”

“No,” I answered, and held her until the trembling left her, and the panic had drained from her kesah-kihisia.

Silky eased me away. “If you want to help, the worst thing you could do is fuss over me like I’m a psych-wreck. I am not. You’ll do better by far to let me shower.” She made a series of choking noises in the back of her throat before mumbling something unintelligible that my mind interpreted as, “You can watch if you like.”

Roger that, Section Leader.

Human scientists had dragged together some words from a dead Earth language to give the Kurlei species a scientific name that translated to mammal-like alien.

As I watched my Silky lather up a squirt from my tube of cleanser, and soap her wet body, I knew that I didn’t like that term and never would.

By some mechanism I’d never inquired about and she’d never volunteered, Silky had progressively adjusted her outward appearance since she’d fled to Klin-Tula, becoming not only more human but more womanly. But her adjustments went only so far, and she told me she had already reached the limit of what she could or would do.

To see her naked, those limits were readily apparent. No one could mistake Silky for a human woman. She wasn’t mammal-like, or human-like or anything but Silky-like, and I didn’t want her any other way.

Silky was perfect just as she was.

The abdominal muscles beneath her taut stomach took the form of two concentric ovals, which meant whenever she sat up, it made her belly look like a great alien maw snapping shut. Her arms were inhumanly long and attached closer to the neck in a subtly apelike manner. Her nipples gleamed like obsidian jewels, which was certainly a draw to the eye, but when erect they took on an anti-personnel mode, sharp as spear points and hard enough to scratch through Marine flesh.

Water cascaded off those nipples, streaming in a pattern of such exquisite purity I could almost believe her breasts had evolved just to create those twisting, bubbling water channels.

Living with Silky meant an unceasing succession of surprises, because in many ways she was so similar to a woman, but sometimes took a large, sideways step away from normal human behavior. When I realized I had been staring at her breasts, I expected a human reaction from her: flaunting herself and enjoying my reaction, or signaling with a kick in the shins that my drooling attention was unwelcome. My Silky did neither. She hadn’t even noticed my stare. Her jaw was open and her tongue was licking the outside of her dark lips as she drank in the sight of my chest as if mesmerized.

A bubble of love burst inside me. With her strange ways, Silky could be infinitely endearing, and thanks to her kesah-kihisia there was no hiding the sexual excitement the sight of me was ratcheting up within her.

I slipped my fingers into the fronds on her head enjoying the softly throbbing feel of them, and guiding her head a little closer to my pecs so I could collude in her bizarre enjoyment of me.

She sighed – a short, hot gasp of contentment – and I found myself giving a groan of happiness in reply as I contemplated the threshold we were now approaching.

I’m not completely stupid. For months I’d been wondering with increasing frequency whether the day would ever come when I could desire her despite her inhumanity. Was that day finally here?

No.

That day had not come.

All the same, I licked my lips at the prospect of forbidden sexual pleasures opening up to me for the first time, as if I were a novice sneaking into the girls’ shower. (Not that I would know about that from personal experience.)

You see, in typical NJ fashion, instead of facing up to the need to overlook Silky’s differences, I’d disappeared for two years along a wide flanking route through difficult terrain, and ended up at a different location altogether.

I had spent all this time wondering whether I could desire her despite her inhumanity.

I couldn’t.

I desired her because of it.

Stunned by the immensity of this realization, all I could do was blink in a confusion made foggier by my ghosts not yet coming fully online. However, the instant I finally gave in to my desire, all my excitement was immediately sluiced away by the sight of her. Silky looked beautiful all right, but she was also bruised. The clinical beating delivered by Mr. Lee’s thugs had left an angry patchwork of lilac bruises over her belly, breasts and ribs, to which the mayor had added a fresh battering when he’d thrown her across his lawn.

I yearned to enfold her in my protective embrace, but I daren’t touch her in case I caused her pain.

“My back is not bruised,” she said in her alien voice that was sunlight casting rainbow shadows within perfect crystal.

She turned and I rubbed at the taut muscles that ran either side of her spine, beneath the smooth, white scales now slick with soap.

“Nor is my neck,” she purred.

I nuzzled her fringe of thin kesah-kihisia strands, and then pushed through to kiss her neck, long and delectable. Almost humanly feminine.

“Nor my buttocks…”

I stepped back to enjoy a good view of her soft mounds. Smaller than my normal taste but… I made a reconnaissance of one with my hand, and delighted at the way my fingers slid over her curves, soft, plump and yielding.

“Nor my outer thighs.”

“Okay,” I said, laughing. “I get the idea.”

“The inside of my thighs are also highly sensitive to gentle touch.”

“I’ll bear that in mind.”

“Also, there are times when my genitals cry out to be stroked, but they are only receptive under certain scenarios.”

I hesitated, before responding, “Is this one of them?”

Silky turned around and looked up at me, tilting her head. “You–” She swallowed her words, with difficulty. She appeared to have trouble breathing. In a voice that was half gasp and half hiss, which left little room for her to make understandable human speech, she told me, “You must discover that for yourself.”

With a grin that grew wider and hungrier by the second, I looked into her face. For over two years I’d looked at her but now I was seeing her for the first time. She had a new sheen about her dimpled cheeks. The water running off the upturned tip of her nose gave it a cuteness I’d never seen before. I traced a fingertip along a hairless eye ridge, noticing for the first time their covering of tiny grooved and angled scales that made the water drip away from her eyes, like filigree guttering.

She was a marvel.

I ran both hands through her kesah-kihisia. They were plumper and hotter than a few moments earlier.

“NJ, don’t ever stop. Why have you never done this before? You’re so good.” She purred, a deep rumble shaking her entire rib cage. “NJ, we survived. I didn’t think we would this time.”

“Shhh. You’re here with me now. That’s all that matters.”

“I don’t know how it is for humans,” she said, “but with my species…” She hesitated. “The aftermath of mortal peril can leave us feeling…”

I kissed her forehead, and as I did so I touched her belly – with the hard tip of my manhood.

“As you can see,” I said, “it’s the same for my species.’”

She laughed “That’s an unconventional way to salute me, Sergeant.” She grabbed me and squeezed. “You should deploy this more often.”

Damn right I would. But I was hungry for something else that simply would not wait. I leaned down into that alien mouth to kiss her, but… her eyes!

“What’s the matter? NJ? You’re frightening me.”

Her eyes were burning, melting. My human cleanser! Of all the things – she was borrowing my human soap and it was melting her alien flesh.

“NJ? Answer me, damn you!”

“Your eyes. The black region around them is melting. Chemical burning, the black epidermis flaking away.” Half my mind was trapped in the memory of my hand burning in the corrosive smog of Ares-6 as I felt the life leave Sanaa’s dying body. But the other half freed itself and flicked the shower into its special decontamination mode.

Silky screamed as the furious water jets flailed her bruised body, crushing her to squat down with her arms as a protective shield over her head. I hated to hurt her but bruises would heal.

She pushed upward against the jets and switched off the water.

“That won’t help,” she gasped. “Too late. I know what it is. An allergic reaction. Listen carefully and act quickly. In the equipment pouch on my belt is a round tin. It’s a special trauma kit. Bring it!”

I leapt out the shower in a burst of steam and skittering, wet feet.

My fault! My stupid fault! Klin-Tula had no Kurlei-specific hygiene products. Normally, she substituted alternatives compatible with human infants, but now she was covered in my cleaner and Fates knew what chemicals that contained.

My feet lost their fight for traction and I slid across the damp floor on my belly, dragging myself the last few inches to her heap of clothes.

Mercifully, my fingertips quickly found the bulge of a round tin in her pouch. I ripped it out and returned to my feet.

For years I’d told myself that humans and aliens don’t mix. I should’ve listened to myself. The differences in psychology and physiology provided an infinite possibility for tragic misunderstanding. Such little details as using the right cleanser got people killed.

I glanced at Silky from across the bathroom. She looked and felt impossibly calm. It was a form of shock I had encountered before.

I raced back to her, opening the tin. “What do I do?” I shouted.

“Give me the bottle and the applicator. Quick!”

I did so, wincing, because her face was such a mess. The black outer layer around her eyes had melted away and was draining down her face.

I glanced at the tin in my hand.

For some reason, she didn’t use the trauma kit. Her gaze was glued to me.

My mind rewound a few seconds, to the moment when I read the writing on the tin.

I glared at Silky. “Make-up remover?”

She used the sponge attachment to work away the blackness from around her eyes.

“Seriously?” I growled. “Frakking make up?”

“Yes, frakking make up, and why not? I’m not an animal. I’ve always cared for my appearance even though the only one who ever noticed was my reflection.” She put her hands on her hips and dared me with a look of challenge. “Are you angry with me?”

I didn’t know where she was headed with this. Didn’t care. I scooped her up in my arms, lifted her out of the shower and kissed her, crushing her black lips hard against my own.

She opened her mouth and rubbed the moist and slightly puffy inner surfaces of her lips over mine.

There was much drool.

I broke away slowly, alien spit running off my chin.

She wiped it away from me, resting one hand on my cheek. “It’s all right, dear,” she told me, “You will learn how to do this properly, I’m sure.”

I smiled. Then frowned, remembering that I was still furious with her. “Wait! I will learn?”

“Indeed. I know the kissing of lips is important to your species, but it is obvious you are not very good at it. Perhaps it is lack of practice.”

Silky wriggled out of my embrace, gathered up her clothes from the bathroom floor and strode through the bedroom and out into the kitchen.

I took the opportunity to study her feet-outward alien gait, and the lyrical movement it induced in her behind.

“I can kiss just fine,” I told her. “Have you ever kissed before?”

“Many times.”

I tried matching her answer to what she had told me in Schaek’s office. “On the mouth? Lips to lips?”

“Of course not. No one but humans would perform such an unhygienic act. Do you not realize that food goes into that orifice?”

She took our longest data cable out of the drawer in the kitchen cupboard and held it aloft. “Don’t worry,” she said, “we have help.”

As so often, I didn’t understand what she meant, but was content to go with the flow. The cable, though, I did understand. My heart beat faster at the thought of jacked-in sex, of making love in our minds and bodies simultaneously, and with a natural empath too. I was about to explore realms of pleasure where no human had ventured before.

The prospect of sexual nirvana receded when I realized that in her other hand, she was holding her personal comm unit, into which she was explaining to someone her husband’s poor kissing technique.

“Stop that!” I told her.

“Would you mind coming over?” she asked the person on the other end. “You could teach him.”

I heard a sharp intake of breath through the speaker, and realized with horror who she was talking to.

“Never gonna happen,” I heard Shahdi reply. “It would be like… eww… kissing my dad. I’ve a better idea. Hey, César, would you be willing to teach Silky how to kiss like a human?”

I reached for the device, but the little alien devil snatched it away, giggling.

“He’s up for that,” said Shahdi. “A little too eager. Shall I put him on?”

I won the device away from Silky and threw it at the armored inner wall. I glimpsed Shahdi’s shocked face looking at my naked form before she exploded in a spray of shattered plastic and circuitry that would keep the cleaner bots busy for a long time.

I grabbed the cable in one hand, Silky in the other, and walked through to the bedroom where I flung us all onto the bed.

I picked her up and wrapped her around my hips, and then moved in to suck at her lower lip, flicking the tip of my tongue across its bumpy surface.

Her hands kneaded the muscles in my back, which felt divine, but when she pulled me in I held back. I gazed into her mesmerizing black eyes for a long while, and then told her that I loved her.

I’m not good with words – I prefer to speak in actions – which is why I’d saved these beauties up for a special occasion, practicing them for months just in case I needed them.

You see, to be sure she didn’t think I was speaking lightly, I told her how I felt in her own Kurlei dialect.

Which was beginning to seem a bad idea as I waited for her to beam with pleasure and hug me with delight as she thanked me.

Instead, she sucked at her lower lip, as if she were seriously worried.

What had I actually said?

My old Spacer friend, Conduit, had served with a Kurlei Marine contingent, and I’d asked her to teach me a few Kurlei phrases.

Silky rubbed a thumb across the rasping stubble of my chin. She seemed thoughtful. “I’m not sure I can give you what you want. I am not sure sex the way you want is possible between us.”

“I know we’re not evolved to… you, know, be reproductively compatible. But that’s no reason for us to not have a lot of fun exploring each other.”

“It is not the physical aspect, NJ. I am not sure whether I can match your sexual desire.”

I shook my head, completely confused. A minute ago we were naked on our bed and hot for some long-overdue action. I realized that loving an alien was never going to be smooth sailing.

“NJ, do you know the meaning of the words you spoke?”

“I think so. Tell you what, why don’t you remind me?”

Lilac bloomed across her white cheeks. I could feel her mind blushing. “NJ, on my world, the sex between males and females is aggressive. Functionally reproductive and often violent. Occasionally fatal. Lovemaking of the kind your species likes to talk about only ever takes place between females. It’s more restrained.” Her eyes flicked to a distant memory. “Longer lasting,” she purred. “What you told me was an expression. It means to…”

I didn’t know whether it was embarrassment, an overdose of excitement, or translation that made her hesitate. I took the chance to brush her cheek to feel the heat in them through my fingers.

“Go on,” I told her.

She swallowed hard. “You spoke the ultimate expression of lust. It is an invitation from one woman to another to make love without restraint. With abandon. As if with a male.”

I laughed. “You adorable, crazy alien. I am a male.”

“A human male, yes. If we really did make love without restraint, your mind would explode.”

I laughed. “Are you serious?” I thought on that. “Wow,” I said under my breath. “What a way to go!”

“I do not joke,” she snapped and I could feel the worry in her mind. “I think the cable link may be too much for us today.”

I threw it to the floor and licked her behind her ear, making her shiver. I tried to give her a reassuring grin. No heads had exploded so far, and I could do this all afternoon.

She groaned as I flicked a trail of long tongue kisses down her neck. I was about to work further down to her breasts and those hardened nipples and beyond, but I suddenly switched, heading north not south. I licked her kesah-kihisia which felt smooth and plump like warmed peaches. Flicking her onto her side, I stretched behind her and put one of the tentacle-like alien appendages in my mouth and sucked.

Her whole body locked rigid, but her kesah-kihisia didn’t. They began swaying like fronds brushed by an underwater current.

I was suckling greedily now, getting mightily turned on by the sexual heat emanating from Silky. I was getting her full blast on every channel: her mind was groaning with pleasure even louder than the gasps from the mouth, and both were erupting in unison with the spasms along her spine. Best of all was the way the excitement I felt burning within her turned me on, and she, in turn, fed on the desire she could read in my mind.

As we drove each other to ever higher plateaus of passion, in this erotic positive feedback loop, my eyesight began to fail. I was experiencing the same effects as high-gee acceleration, just before blacking out.

Silky was slick with sweat, having moved beyond spasms into a soft puddle of quivering flesh.

Fates! If this was the effect of sucking her kesah-kihisia, what would this feel like if I switched to more erogenous zones?

Silky always swore she could not read my thoughts, but she sensed something of my notion because it jerked her mind into a fresh height of excitement.

Which sparked a fresh peak in mine.

Silky screamed.

She kicked me away, gasping. “Too much! To touch my kesah-kihisia so aggressively. It’s too much.”

I had no answer. All I could do was wait for my heartbeat to return to a normal pattern, and for the blood to return to the parts of my body where it was supposed to be. It really was just like coming out of high-gee black out.

“Relax,” she told me. “Let me…”

Now what? I hadn’t the strength to speak, but I could hear the embarrassment in her voice.

She told me something in Kurlei. Then she took a deep breath and translated. “There is a part of your body that fascinates me,” she said. “Kurlei males do not have what you possess.”

She dragged me up the bed, and I allowed her to draw my arms above my head to rest on the pillow. She straddled me and, with a twist of her subtle hips, I was inside her, gripped warm and comfortable and so very right.

I’d worried about this moment – whether we were truly as compatible as our outer appearance suggested – but I’d never dreamt we would feel so good.

I grunted with satisfaction, my sigh fading to an elegant vibrato as I shuddered with sensation.

Silky was so fixated with my unique human body part, she barely noticed me moving inside her.

I focused on her pretty face and saw that she dripped not only with sweat but with drool as her mouth dropped open and tongue lolled out with the intoxicating sight of… Well, strange though it seems, she was once again staring at my nipples.

Her long, oval belly did the maw-chomping motion as her guts churned with the allure of my manly chest.

Any doubt that they were the focus of attention was pierced when she grabbed them between finger and thumb, pinched, and twisted hard.

I screamed.

I like it rough from time to time as much as the next guy, but these were the same fingers that had reached through my flesh to pull out Sanaa’s AI casing, remember?

“Sorry,” she said in a drunken drawl. “Did that hurt?”

“Eek!” I answered.

She grimaced, sobering slightly. “My nipples possess more pleasure receptors than every other part of my body,” she said.

“Good for you. Mine don’t.”

“However,” she continued, “the nerves are buried deeply and require vigorous and prolonged stimulation before coming online.” She placed my hands over her breasts. “Would you like me to teach you?”

“Ungh,” I replied, when she began a rhythmic squeezing of her buttocks.

We were bruised, utterly exhausted, and my poor nipples had been subjected to the most excruciating torture.

None of that mattered.

We embarked together, Kurlei and human, on a journey of sexual discovery.

My ghosts were still dumb, still recovering, but I could sense their presence and their desire to get in on the action too.

But that could wait for tomorrow. This afternoon was just for the two of us.

I figured we deserved that much.

——

We didn’t break until sometime after dark when dehydration finally drove me to the kitchen. After downing a jug of water, I returned to Silky with the refilled jug on a tray with two glasses.

Once she’d drunk her fill, she put a hand to my chest and held it against my heart. It was a gentler form of the positive feedback that had nearly knocked us out earlier. She broadcast love and contentment, and the emotions washed back and forth between us on a current of shared empathy.

I shuddered, exhilarated and a little scared at the strength of the bond we were exploring. As I folded myself fully into this feedback loop, I heard a crystalline sigh from Silky like breaking glass. I marveled at the beautiful and inhuman sounds she could make, but I pulled my mind free, deeply ingrained instinct telling me to always hold something back in reserve.

That’s when I noticed the grenade lying on the floor, nestled contentedly amidst the shards of glass beneath the shattered window that looked out over the street.

Time froze.

Long enough to hear a distinctive scurrying from the sidewalk as our assailants ran off. Littoranes.

Time returned to the world, but it did so slowly. Not in a conscious effort to withdraw to the fast-time in my head, but sometimes sheer terror can slow the world all by itself.

I had time now to take in the full horror of the fist-sized-black object, a little scuffed and scorched from the exhaust gases in its launcher and its forced entry through the armored glass.

What to do? Throw the grenade back out the window, or cover it with my body?

There was no time.

The grenade was too far away.

I like to think that somewhere deep within my brain, I carefully considered these options. But I acted purely on instinct, and did neither.

I scooped Silky off the bed, and – holding her before me – ran for the shelter of the bombproof bathroom.

I didn’t make it.

The blast was an iron bar smashing my lungs and the inside of my skull, a frenzied blade slicing my back in a cascade of agony.

Which cut off abruptly.

Yet I was still conscious, flying through my apartment, and about to slam into the armored inner wall. Silky folded before me inside my grip, but I could hear nothing, feel only numbness.

Then my eyes went offline, and I felt my ghosts being ripped away, screaming as they tried to cling to existence but were cast into oblivion.

Residual senses told me that I’d come to an abrupt deceleration, tumbled and was then still.

I tried calling Silky’s name – was she hurt? – but I couldn’t tell if sounds came from my mouth.

“Help me!” I screamed. Or tried to. Endlessly.

Eventually, calm came to me, because I was too exhausted to scream, and screaming was such a physical action and I no longer possessed the senses to connect me with the physical world.

I wasn’t ready to die. For years I had said the opposite, but not now! I had too much to live for.

The fight to continue energized my mind, but as disconnected as I was from my body, that only fueled my frustration to panic levels.

FIGHT… Fight… f i g h t…

I was an energy cell draining fast.

I hoarded my dwindling energy, jealous of every erg that remained.

But I was falling ever faster into oblivion, following my ghosts down into hell.

The blackness clawed at me, a malign physical force pulsing deep inside my mind, displacing everything that had once been Ndeki Joshua McCall.

I fought to hold on, but then the darkness overcame my will, and with a final jolt of horror, I was gone.


  FOLLOW NJ McCALL IN REVENGE SQUAD


NJ McCall will return in Blood Feeder.

Panic grips Port Zahir when bodies start choking the sewers, drained of blood, and with bite marks puncturing their veins. When the authorities can't even slow the pace of these ‘vampire’ killings, the city turns to an unconventional savior: Revenge Squad.

But Revenge Squad’s most effective agent, NJ McCall, lies crippled by devastating injuries, and can think of nothing else but his own personal revenge.
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  BONUS NOVELETTE: DAMAGE UNLIMITED	

  Set in the Naddox Archipelago, some 800 miles from his Revenge Squad base at Port Zahir (and where the gun laws are considerably laxer!), a forestry client activates their revenge clause when an unknown assailant slaughters every living thing at a remote logging site. The forest around here is an extremely dangerous place to be, but so too is NJ McCall. Some battles, though, can’t be won by GX-Cannon and railguns alone…

  This story is a novelette (about an hour to read) and is set between ‘Hurt U Back’ and ‘Second Strike’, but works as an introductory self-contained story.
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  At the time of writing, this novelette is available exclusively for signed up Legionaries. Receive the Legion Bulletin (featuring NJ’s column, Ndeki’s Notes), enroll in swag competitions, and download a free starter library introducing you to the worlds of the Sleeping Legion, Human Legion, and Revenge Squad. Enlist today.
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