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FOLLOW NJ McCALL IN REVENGE SQUAD




— CHAPTER 1 —
My name is Ndeki Joshua, but you can call me NJ McCall because a drunken man in a bar once told me that with a new name you can make a fresh start. As drunken wisdom goes, his name reboot idea has served me surprisingly well, though not without a few disasters along the way.
I tried to forget those disasters as I joined my five comrades in the rear compartment who were all peering out the truck windows at the unfamiliar streets of Port Zahir on the last few miles to our new billet. The Revenge Squad truck – which I was absolutely not permitted to call an armored personnel carrier – was about to deliver me into my third restart since becoming NJ McCall.
This time would be different.
You may laugh, but I almost believed that.
I’d just traveled halfway across the world to escape the attention of a homicidal berserker called Holland Philby. All I had done was humiliate the man and bring his branch of Revenge Squad to the brink of ruin, and yet he acted as if I had wronged him.
I’d seen and done a lot in the three centuries since I’d been born a slave soldier in a galaxy on the brink of civil war, but I’ll admit my heart tripped with anticipation as the regional headquarters of Revenge Squad Incorporated swung into view.
Now that I could see with my own artificial eyes the setting for my latest restart – and more to the point, I could smell the thick odor of fish and feces with an underpinning of ripe swamp – I launched frantic re-calculations for my chances of patching things up with Philby over a few beers. If Port Zahir was the big sagging butt of Hy-Nguay province, then Revenge Squad’s local HQ was a modest wart smeared across an inner cheek – nestled in the city’s business end that was out of sight but not out of mind.
Plus, the area reeked of sewage.
I know! I know! In a just world there would be a court order denying me access to metaphors because the results are never pretty.
But this was not a just world. This was Klin-Tula, a frontier system where millions of former Legion soldiers from a half-dozen races had been redeployed as colonists and told to play nicely with each other.
And I was an Assault Marine with a reinforced skull that left no room inside for the brain parts that string words together into fancy sequences.
At least, a Marine was what I had been. Now… let’s just say I was a work in progress.
And that progress had sent me across the ocean to Port Zahir with a truck full of reinforcements for the local Revenge Squad branch.
Who Revenge Squad really was – now that’s a question I intended to find out. In theory, we were a paramilitary insurance company. Someone does wrong by a policy holder and we visit revenge on their ass. Simple. Except there was something else lurking in the corporation’s dark heart, a connection to a shadowy organization called the Phoenix Cabal. Those mysteries were moot for now, because there were no signs of life as the truck parked up in the lot of half-cleared rubble alongside the old warehouse that now served as a base.
There was no greeting, no challenge, and the only other vehicle parked in the lot was rusting and had one of its sides staved in by an explosive blast.
Troubled glances flashed between the six of us in the back of the truck.
City law stated that only civilian-spec guns could be carried, and then only on private property. I didn’t hesitate to unclip my faithful SA-71 carbine from the bracket on the truck’s inner bulkhead. A military-grade weapon for sure, but on the long list of things we hoped the authorities would turn a blind eye to. The portable railgun was the mainstay of Human Legion personal weapons, but this was far more than just another gun to me. This was my gun. The only friend still with me after the centuries-long war.
Perhaps this is just a hazing, said Bahati, though my late wife’s voice lacked conviction and I didn’t blame her. You’d think after so many years of war that my combat instincts would be honed to preternatural sharpness. They weren’t. But every other aspect of my being had been eroded away so there wasn’t much else left, which amounted to the same thing. My nerves throbbed with an urgent need to move, to seek out those who threatened us, and make them go away with extreme prejudice.
Ahh… Bahati… I suppose I should have mentioned that when it came to wartime buddies I had more than just my old carbine. My mind was home to the digital shades of fallen squadmates whose personal AIs I had plugged into sockets along my spine.
I felt a hand on my shoulder and a sense of calm broadcast into my mind.
Our detachment’s commander, Silky, shook her tentacle-topped alien head. “No, NJ. I know you care more about your carbine than anyone on this world. I’ve seen the way you caress your SA-71 when you think no one’s looking. I’ve watched you run your hands along her lightly oiled body, enjoying the heft of her in your hands. But while we all know your connection is romantic in nature, those unfamiliar with you might see the military-grade weapon and conclude you look threatening.”
I frowned, my instinct to go hit something or someone deflected by the strange way Silky was speaking. Granted, she frequently made no sense. Her brain was sharp enough, but her experience of human society was limited. Worse, it was mostly limited to me. But there was normally a pattern to her strangeness, and her little speech did not fit.
I looked for a reaction from my travelling companions, the men and women – and Nolog-Ndacu – who were supposed to be my comrades. They merely smirked at Silky’s words, and especially at the way she injected jealousy into her sibilant alien voice. The whole thing was frakking hilarious, apparently. Probably because they thought Silky was married to me. Well, she was. Sort of. I just wasn’t so certain that I was married to her.
I wasn’t feeling like there was anything to laugh at. I had expected the Port Zahir branch to give us a security check and a debriefing, followed by food, beer, and sleep. I’d read up on the branch commander during the long journey. This Laban Caccamo was half-Marine and half preening Navy fighter dolly but he seemed all right for all that. He was one of the founders of the Human Legion for frakk’s sake, and that was a tale I was dying to hear one day. I felt I knew enough about him to know that Caccamo wouldn’t play silly games with his reinforcements.
Something was wrong. Those nerves started tingling again. I had to get out of this truck. Now.
But I’d do it Silky’s way.
“Fine,” I said. “They’re probably busy watching the ball game. I’ll go rouse them. Unarmed.”
“Negative,” replied Silky. “Chikune, you’re with me. The rest of you, stay here. And get prepared.”
The slender alien with the stumpy appendages flowing back from her head looked almost childlike beside the former army sub-lieutenant, but Chikune followed Silky obediently out the rear hatch, clanging it shut behind him.
Silky remembered something you’ve forgotten, pointed out the ghost of Lance Corporal Efia Jalloh, who tended to chime in when I’d frakked-up socially or needed spiritual guidance. Which was frequently.
I knew what Efia meant. Several times I had frozen when I had a clear shot at a target. The first time was back in the war, when I had sudden doubts whether my targets deserved what was coming their way. More recently, I’d found I couldn’t pull the trigger on people who very much deserved to die.
Have you ever heard expressions of uselessness such as ‘the ship that never sails’ or ‘a bell that never rings’? How about ‘the Marine who never pulls the trigger’? That’s who I had been. But was I still?
I thought I was fixed now, I told Efia. To be honest, ‘hoped’ would be more accurate, but I’d recently pulled out a painful memory that had laid half-buried in my psyche for years like a rotten wisdom tooth. If there was any justice in the galaxy, the experience should have cleared my mental blockage.
We won’t know if you’re fixed until you need to pull the trigger in anger, Efia replied. And Silky is convinced you’re still broken.
She stopped just short of pointing out that it had been those doubts that prompted Silky to speak strangely in order to make me hesitate, to stop me arming myself, and to do all of that without humiliating me in front of the team by pointing out why.
Shahdi Mowad, the young orphaned farm girl who sometimes looked out for me, came over and sat in the seat alongside, a machine pistol lying across her lap.
“Relax, old man. I know it can’t be easy to doubt yourself, but try to remember all of us here know we’re lucky to have you.”
I gave her a curt nod, embarrassed that anyone should try to be nice to me, especially someone so young. “I’m good.”
Without haste, we reinforcements grabbed the limited equipment in the truck. No one touched my carbine, the others arming with low-powered rifles and auto-pistols, non-lethal grenades too. I made do with an old double-tipped combat knife in the shape of a crescent. It was lethal in trained hands such as mine. There was only one way to find out whether my hands would obey orders when it came to killing.
While we made our equipment checks, our driver – an old sailor called Sel-en-Sek – raised the blast shutters over the windows in the back and switched on their view screens. Now we had a wraparound view of the abandoned parking lot. I didn’t like it. True, the truck carried a decent amount of armor, but my tactical indoctrination had been to move, move, and keep on moving, always keeping the enemy off balance and never giving them a chance to regain their feet.
We all studied the view of the outside. If there were bad guys there, they weren’t showing themselves.
I was used to waiting, but not to waiting in the wrong position. Fortunately for my state of mind, Silky’s soft voice soon reported in over the comm net. “Set the vehicle to auto-defense mode and then haul your backsides over here. NJ, you’re in tactical command.”
“What have you found?” I asked.
“Nothing. There’s no one here. We’re on our own.”



— CHAPTER 2 —
All seven of us assembled in what the map described grandly as the central control room, but which was in practice a two-story brick-lined hole that had been colonized by a few equipment-laden tables.
There was Shahdi Mowad the farm girl, two aliens, and four other squad members who were on the run or pretending to be something they weren’t, myself included. If Shahdi with her tender years should rightfully be at college, most of us were of an age when we ought to be rotting underground or slowly desiccating in deep space.
I hadn’t much hope that we could operate effectively in a crisis.
I caught Chikune’s eye, which was a first, since seeing eye to eye with the devious, lying frakktard was unthinkable. We might not have Silky’s headlumps, which could read and broadcast emotions, but we humans can also communicate without words.
Chikune’s look told me that the two of us were thinking the same thing. We should be scouting out the area and maybe setting some kind of perimeter guard, not clumping like a group of schoolchildren at a candy factory. But if we truly were on our own, it would be best if Silky corrected her mistake before we were forced to tell her to do so, because we needed a commander on top of her game if things turned ugly – as I felt sure they would.
I was surprised by this lack of leadership from Silky, or Leading Agent Sylk-Peddembal as it said on her Revenge Squad wage receipt. She’d been a special ops officer in the war, although to be fair to her, she hadn’t led human troops.
I suddenly wondered whether she had led her unit against human soldiers. It wasn’t a question I wanted answering.
“Silky…” I began.
She seemed to realize my thoughts and held a hand up to silence me. “NJ, take Sel-en-Sek and scout out the area. Mowad and Nolog, check the roof. César, guard the front entrance. Chikune, I need your hacking skills. All of you, check-in every two minutes. Go!”
That’s more like it, said Bahati, whose initial jealousy of Silky was tacking round to a new bearing bound for adoration, which was funny because Bahati didn’t realize that yet.
Sel-en-Sek had been a maritime sailor in the war. Personally, I’d done my sailing between the stars, mostly in deep sleep and always with the prospect of being dropped from orbit into the enemy defenses at journey’s end. You’d think our backgrounds were totally different, but our alien masters were so obsessed with standardization that we automatically settled into the exact same tactical drill to scout around outside. We kept moving, each looking for threats and covering as the other investigated the terrain.
As a defensive approach, ours seriously suffered from the lack of bullet-proof combat armor, but it was all we knew.
The former warehouse backed onto a canal that was choked with weeds and gently bubbling away to form pockets of green-tinged froth that clutched onto passing debris.
The original wooden jetty was rotted down to its metal fittings, but partially replaced by a smaller one to which a speedboat was moored, proudly bearing our corporate logo of a hollow red square with ‘RS’ or equivalent alien script inside. The boat probably carried our sign in scent form too. All I could smell was mud, industrial effluent, and whatever was bubbling from the canal bottom.
The Revenge Squad building once had sibling warehouses to either side, but they had been crudely demolished and bulldozed to form the parking lots. I could see this denied an attacker the opportunity for close cover – or would have done if a proper job had been done of clearing away the rubble – but I didn’t like the thick vegetation on the far side of the canal and the dangers that might lurk there. A few minutes with a GX-cannon firing plasma rounds should sort out that little oversight.
But that was all theoretical. In terms of explaining the absence of the Revenge Squad team, we had nothing. No blood, no scorch marks, and no spent shell casings. All we could see were tire marks to show that trucks had been here recently.
“Local weather archive reports a heavy storm blew in across the bay two nights ago,” said Sel-en-Sek as he peered through the windows of a prefab hut that stood isolated in the middle of the lot.
I thought at first that nerves were making him spout nautical gibberish, but then I caught up with what he was telling me. The tire marks were too fresh to have been laid down before a storm. Whatever had caused Caccamo’s team to abandon their post had happened in the past two days.
I opened a comm link and reported our status back to Silky.
“We’re going to inspect the hut next,” I told her, “and then the boat.”
“No, NJ. Come back here. We’ve discovered a message. I want you both with me when I play it in full.”
“Can’t you just feed us the audio?”
“No, NJ. I need to see your face as you hear this, and I must hear your mind. This message is too human for me.”



— CHAPTER 3 —
“If that’s you, Sylk-Peddembal, then listen good. I’m branch director Laban Caccamo and if you are hearing this then I’m dead. We’re all dead. Now turn around and fuck off!”
Caccamo’s image looked a challenge at us from the screen tacked against the wall. “You’ll have one of two reactions to what I’ve just said. Maybe you will feel an immediate urge to run and hide – in which case, frakk you, you cowardly, useless, frakkwit, skangat, wixering goat-frakker. I hope the hole you crawl into never lets you out again. You can die there for all I care. Bastards, the lot of you.
“Or you want to come and find us. To be heroes and rescue us. In which case you are a deaf, disobedient, frakktard, amateur wixerer because you didn’t pay me the courtesy of listening. Listen up now! We’re dead!
“Unless you’re some kind of deviant necromancer, there’s no way back for me and my team, and if you did bring me back from the afterlife, then I’ll rip your skull off and feed on your spinal juices because I’ve lived a very long and full life and I deserve my rest.
“It’s too much to hope for, I suppose, but there is a theoretical possibility that you’re the kind of person who actually obeys orders, in which case this branch of Revenge Squad is now closed. Turn off the lights, lock the door and head back to Tata-West. Tell that bastard Philby that if I ever figure out this afterlife drent then I’m going to haunt his hairy ass until the day he dies. I’m gonna order my entire branch and everyone I used to command in the Navy to do the same, because that wixerer fully deserves all that and more.”
Caccamo took a deep breath. I didn’t think he wanted to pause, but if he hadn’t resupplied his oxygen then he would have expired.
A twinkle came to the eyes of the old Marine slash fighter pilot, transforming him instantly from growling sergeant major to charming old rogue. “Please excuse me,” he said with a bow. “I forgot my manners. As your commander, I warmly welcome you all to Port Zahir. Now off you fuck. Caccamo out.”
The recording froze, and that was pretty much the reaction of everyone in the room. It was as if Caccamo had let off a silence grenade. But although we might look stunned into inactivity, the reaction of old hands like me was to spin our brains into overdrive to run through the tactical implications. For example, Caccamo looked as if he were dressed for the beach, but behind him I’d seen figures hastily adjusting body armor and tooling up with some serious military hardware. I thought I’d glimpsed a JX-52B shoulder launch missile system. Mother dog! Whoever had spooked Caccamo had wound him up to DEFCON Maximum, as they like to say on Earth.
Predictably, given that he thought he was better than all of us, it was Chikune who broke the silence. “What do we do, boss?” he asked Silky.
Silky thought for a moment. “I preferred the option where the director ripped my skull off and drank of my spinal fluids.”
There was a pause where the older ones among us used our memory buffers to replay Caccamo’s speech in our heads. Apparently, Silky was claiming to be a deviant necromancer. That didn’t make a lot of sense, but then she often didn’t. Aliens rarely did.
“You mean we’re going after them?” said César uncertainly, Shahdi by his side looking up at him expectantly.
“Did you ever doubt it?” Silky replied.
The room echoed with our cheers and cries. I mean really echoed. It wasn’t so much the volume as the lack of wall and floor coverings in the cavernous former warehouse space. Only the spider webs hanging from the brick walls, and the hooks hanging from tracks in the ceiling, soaked up the noise of our exuberance.
And I was whooping with the best of them. Silky’s decision was dumb, and we all knew it, but after eons as isolated individuals it felt so good to be part of a team on a mission that for the moment, we didn’t care.
It’s the end we always wanted as cadets, I told my ghosts. We’ll go down fighting in a blaze of stupidity. At least this way our posting in this craphole of a city won’t last long.
They didn’t reply but I felt their disdain at my quip. That’s one thing I’ve learned about ghosts: when it comes to the topic of death, they’ve no sense of humor.
In the real world outside of my head, the cheering had ebbed.
Nolog-Ndacu stopped it altogether with a cutting motion from his oversized and lumpy hands. “Acting Assistant Squad Leader,” he begun cautiously, “although I endorse your audaciously optimistic plan for a search and rescue mission, a question troubles me.” That didn’t surprise me. Nolog was a Tallerman, a species of mineralized gnomes so desperately anxious about the unknown that going outdoors without a raincoat was considered psychotic enough to get you permanently redeployed to a mental institution. Nonetheless, despite being blockaded by caution, Tallermans had a habit of achieving the unimaginable through sheer doggedness.
There was nothing in the known universe as stubborn as a Tallerman.
“Go ahead, ask,” said my sort-of wife.
Nolog half-submerged his head beneath his neck ridge. “Where the frakk did they go?”



— CHAPTER 4 —
The Star Shift Freight warehouse was so cavernous it swallowed my deliberately heavy footfalls.
The place was largely robotized with semi-autonomous loader bots wheezing their way around the tracks that defined the limits to their world. However, there were a few humans supervising, and a couple of Gliesans were moving cargo items out of forty-foot-high storage racks ready for shipment.
Another slender figure threw itself off a lofty shelf, unfurled her wings and glided down to a gaggle of workers forming in the center of the warehouse.
Guess there were three Gliesans, then.
A huddle of workers was forming around a short Marine-sized man with waxed white side burns that dropped over a foot below his jawline, giving him a vaguely shrimp-like appearance.
It was very generous of this man to wear such easily identifiable whiskers because his shrimp face confirmed his identity as Mr. Hamrica Okane, a Revenge Squad client who triggered his retribution policy four days ago when this warehouse suffered arson, theft, and other forms of gratuitous abuse. Silky had ordered us to work our way back through the list of most recent cases, looking for leads. Okane was top of my list.
I planted my big feet in a wide stance, folded my arms, and tried to apply a veneer of mania to my eyes. I couldn’t help noticing that warehouse operations had recovered to full health very quickly.
“Mister Okane,” I bellowed, packing in the attitude of the most ill-tempered drill sergeant in history having a seriously bad day.
That did the trick.
You don’t need magical alien head lumps to tell a great deal from the way a person reacts in the instant they are challenged – before their logical brain comes online and makes people sly. Take the Gliesans for example. All three jerked down as if to push off and glide away from the unexpected threat. Most of the humans took a cautiously defensive stance, ready to resist if needs be.
Not Okane. He fled.
Here was a man with something to hide. Leaving his shocked workers in his wake, he ran for the exit out to the stockyard.
I set off in pursuit.
No one tried to stop me as I pushed through the fringe of insulating strips and out into a yard of pallets and stackable freight crates.
I was born and bred an Assault Marine. Not just bred but engineered. In other words, I was supposed to drop from orbit in a little box of metal and plastic and not only survive the impact, but to deploy with my SA-71 and take contested ground. My old legs were not built for speed and as I caught sight of Okane disappear into the maze of crates, it was obvious that the younger man was outpacing me.
I wasn’t worried, though.
As I thundered along the sunlit yard, and followed Okane’s trail into the deeply shadowed labyrinth, I discovered him waiting for me. His arms were pinned behind by unnaturally white alien limbs, and pressure applied so he was yanked back onto his heels.
I have met a few dockers in my time. I generally find them to be pretty hard nuts, and the way Okane marked himself out as special with his shrimpy whiskers suggested he thought of himself as a particularly tough guy.
Not so tough now, is he? I said to my ghosts, because the docker was squealing like a little girl at the way Silky was running her stubby head tentacles over his neck.
Personally, I found Silky’s lumps were very pleasant to touch, being soft and plump, and with a very fine down like chilled peaches. Not that I wanted this man stroking my Silky.
“This is my alien sidekick,” I explained to Okane. “She doubles as a savage guard dog, and triples as an exotic pet because she’s a rare beast indeed. She’s a Mandagriac Mindsucker. The clue is in the name, my friend. She needs to consume minds as part of her sustenance.”
Okane set his jaw against me. He seemed to think I was making this up.
“Have you ever wondered why there are so many lost souls in Port Zahir,” I asked, “their minds lost in confusion and their motor functions compromised? You might have told yourself this was down to the corrosive effect of drink and drugs, and the difficulty of finding a purpose in a world without war. But deep down you must know those reasons don’t explain the sheer quantity of lost people stumbling around the darkest alleyways… as if the minds had been sucked dry.”
Okane struggled, but Silky was too strong. “Get it off me!” he screamed.
“That’s not so easy. Her feeding frenzy is upon her. She must feed and soon. If not your mind, then whose?”
“I don’t care. Anyone. Try the wet docks. There’s plenty out there, looking for work each morning. They won’t be missed. Tantor Dock is your best bet. Hurry!”
I chewed my lower lip, pretending to consider his suggestion. “Tantor Dock is a long way off. You don’t understand what a vicious brute she is when hungry.” I felt a sudden burning sensation in my mind, as if someone had taken a spicy sauce and injected it through my skull. This was the sensation I felt when Silky was angry with me. Was it possible that I had said something to upset her? “Already I can sense the ugliness rising within the alien beast,” I said. “Quickly, man, tell me clearly and truthfully what I need to know and I shall do my best to drag her from this place.”
“Yes! Yes! Anything! What do you need to know?”
“Why did you run?”
He tried to shrug, but Silky pulled back his arms and he yelped as he lost his balance. “You. I ran from you, Marine. You look like bad news.”
He screamed. I caught the side wash from the spike of fear Silky had sent into him. To hear this pitiful man, you would think she’d shoved his head into a vat of boiling oil, but the truth was Silky could do no more than send a jolt of emotion, an ability the Kurlei had evolved to confuse prey in the instant before they struck.
Okane closed his eyes and began whimpering. “Save me. Save me. Save me.”
“I don’t think she believed you, Mr. Okane. Would you like to try again?”
What’s with all the excessive politeness? asked Bahati.
Shut the frakk up, I told the ghost of my second wife. Can’t you see I’m busy working?
“… thought you were with that lot who did over the warehouse a few days back,” said Okane.
See? I missed the start of what he said.
“Who?” I asked Okane, trying to make it sound like an accusation.
“HUB. Hurt U Back. You’re HUB.”
“Well you can rest okay with that. We’re Revenge Squad.” I showed him my ID badge for what it was worth. Luckily it didn’t say acting, unpaid next to my name and holo.
“Let’s move this to your office,” I told Okane, hoping to find clues that would explain his guilty behavior. “Being indoors can calm the mind sucker, for a little while.”
Silky loosened her grip, just enough to let Okane lead us back inside and into a modest but soundproofed office. I couldn’t wait for this business with the missing team to be resolved so I’d have someone to brag about this. Okane was actually buying my spur of the moment story about Silky. He even shouted to the workers on the way to the office, telling them to keep working and keep away while he had a few private words with us.
It wasn’t much of an office. Just a few tables, chairs, and shelves. A stack of rigid smartscreens were stored in a tray near the door. A sticker on the tray said: ‘do not remove smartscreens from this room’. I itched to take a look at the devices because I felt sure they would tell me something about Star Shift Freight, but I knew my limitations and ‘digital’ was near synonymous with ‘magical’ in my vocabulary.
Okane kindly reminded me that I was supposed to be questioning him when he asked, “Are you going to get her off me, or what?”
“Mister Okane. I want you to describe your attackers. Who were they? How many? What equipment did they use?”
“But, I’ve already told your investigators…”
Silky growled. It wasn’t a human growl, closer to a lion’s. Mader Zagh! I had to squeeze myself tight to avoid soiling myself. By the color in Okane’s cheeks, I didn’t think he had been so successful.
Since when had Silky been able to utter a noise like that? She scared me sometimes.
I recovered quickly and pressed the attack. “I want makes of weapons. Vehicle descriptions.” I tapped him on the chest with one finger. “And I want it now.”
The blood drained from Okane’s face, and he replied in a tiny voice, “I can’t. Please, I wasn’t there. It happened in the dead of night.”
Crap. I hadn’t thought of that.
Don’t be too hard on yourself, said Efia. You’re new at this.
Silky growled and I nearly jumped out of my skin in my need to get away. It was only a noise, but it made a direct connection with a primal fear, like the sight of an arachnid scurrying over your flesh, because this time Silky was growling at me.
I gulped. “Please,” I begged Okane, “give me something.”
The docker was sweating now, any thought that we were bluffing long gone. “Bar – Bartoli,” he stammered. “He’s a watchman works nearby. Said he heard two trucks pull up around 2 a.m. He said they were big. A lot of lights and powerful engines. Serious kit. Would have been easier for them to break in through the loading bay, but they chose to blow the main doors off. They burned half my stores.”
“And you think they were a team from Hurt U Back.”
“That’s right.” A little steel came back into his eyes. “Your competitors.”
“What makes you so sure they’re HUB?”
Ouch! The steel in his eyes switched to contempt. “Because they sprayed frakking great HUB logos over my frakking wall. That’s how.”
That was very clear in the report, Sanaa reminded me.
Thanks for nothing, I told my first wife.
“I don’t see any HUB symbols now,” I said.
“I need to run a business, Mr. McCall. My insurance premiums have tripled and I have to explain to my customers why their goods went up in flames. I’m paying a lot of money to get everything back to normal, just as I paid Revenge Squad a large sum to take retribution on anyone who hurts me. What are you doing to justify my premiums?”
You’ve lost him, said Sanaa. Time to withdraw.
She was right, but I decided I didn’t like this veck and that deserved some retribution of my own. I pulled the docker up by his shirt collar, his legs kicking in the air. He was a big guy, but I was bigger. The fight went out of him.
“I’ll tell you what we are doing, Mr. Okane. Finding out who is really behind all this.” I pulled his face up to mine so they were almost touching. “And when I decide who did this, I’m gonna take some gratuitous revenge on their ass.”
Okane swallowed hard, an impressive reaction since I was half throttling him.
I was about to drop him when something caught my eye. The desks in the office were mostly bare, but there was one by the far corner on which printed flyers and pamphlets were stacked neatly. It was that neatness that made me realize somebody valued them.
At first I thought they were Legion propaganda. Bold statements in bold type faces about freedom and struggles and all that kind of stirring hurrah-rah stuff. This wasn’t from the Human Legion, though. This was local politics. Luckily for me, my eyes had been blown out in the war because the artificial replacements let me see the small print from across the room. From the slogans, it appeared that the rich and powerful stratum of Klin-Tula society was sucking the blood out of ordinary people, bending and restating the rules to entrench their privilege.
I curled a lip at Okane, my turn for contempt. I knew that Marines on their first night of liberty like a drink and a poke, but I didn’t need a flyer to tell me that’s how the universe works.
“That material isn’t illegal,” he said.
“I never said it was. They are stating the obvious this…” I peered at the logo for this political movement. “The Cooperative for Equality and Smoothed Prosperity. I don’t disagree but if you want to play revolutionary, Mr. Okane, I suggest you do so with a movement who has worked a little harder on its name. Cooperative for Equality and Smothered Pomposity. Doesn’t exactly roll off the tongue.”
I dropped him to the ground and grinned at the way he smoothed his ruffled clothing, even though the smartfabric was already performing that function automatically.
“Thank you for your cooperation, Mr. Okane,” I told him. “Have a fruitful day.”



— CHAPTER 5 —
Three minutes and two blocks away from Hamrica Okane and his warehouse, Silky and I ducked around the back of an inactive loading robot and combined notes on our interview like good professionals should.
“What the frakk was all that about have a fruitful day?” asked my partner.
“I don’t know. I panicked.” I added sheepishly, “It was supposed to sound more threatening.”
“Yeah, like that worked, NJ. Hey, everyone! Don’t mess with those scary vecks at Revenge Squad. Piss them off badly enough and they might wish you a fruitful day.”
“Give me a break. Anyway, what was with your roaring? What are you, a wild animal?”
“When I want to be.” She gave me an odd, sidelong look. “There’s nothing wrong with being passionate.”
“Passion? That wasn’t passionate. That was someone doing an impression of a small, feral dog. It was adorable really.”
Actually, her roar had been anything but adorable, but I didn’t feel like telling her that until later. I was too busy frowning at her for mocking me.
Silky widened her pupils far beyond what was humanly possible. “I can do adorable,” she said, flashing me a coquettish look.
I couldn’t hold my frown. I burst out laughing and gave her a comradely slap on the shoulder. “Yes you can,” I agreed. “And, honestly? Your roar scared the crap out of me.”
I hadn’t meant to knock her to the ground, but I forgot how light she is. She was laughing as she got to her feet and gave me a comradely head-butt against my shoulder that made me fall back onto the solid metal of the loading robot. My laughter grew even heartier.
We probably sound like a pair of right fools, but we were nervous. This was our first questioning as Revenge Squad agents (well, she was an agent and I was an unpaid hanger on). I had interrogated people before, many times. But that was different because those interrogations tended to involve knives, and pain, and a hose to sluice away the mess, and usually no results because most soldiers in the civil war had been hardened against interrogation.
The laughter ebbed, leaving me with my hands on her shoulders and our lips just inches apart.
I cleared my throat.
“I don’t believe Okane’s warehouse was as damaged as he made out,” I said.
“He lied at several points,” she added. “His mind confirmed it.”
I hesitated, inexplicably fascinated by the way her fleshy, alien lips moved as she spoke.
“NJ? Is something wrong?”
I shook my head. “Okane sure as hell didn’t expect Revenge Squad to show up.” I dropped my hands from her shoulders – this was no time for… whatever the hell it was we were doing. “Okane thought Revenge Squad was out of action. All dead.”
“We don’t know that for sure.”
“True,” I said calmly. “But if someone has made a move to take out Revenge Squad, we should assume Caccamo and his team are dead.”
“And if Branch Director Caccamo and his team have been murdered,” she replied with steel in her voice, “it is our responsibility to be Port Zahir’s Revenge Squad in their place.”
I was surprised with the strength of her loyalty. I raised an eyebrow, but then lowered it, knowing she would have felt my surprise before I’d signaled it. “This is the same Revenge Squad, don’t forget, who don’t think I’m worth paying.”
Silky smiled. “Can’t fault them there. Come on, let’s move out. If Caccamo is still alive, then every second counts. We haven’t the personnel strength to keep Okane under observation, but we’ll be back.”
We’d only gone several steps when the comm devices in our ears chimed and Shahdi Mowad, our orphan who I thought was destined for great things, reported in. We kept moving.
“The hit my team are investigating was made on a servicing business for star freighters,” said Shahdi. “The policyholder was reluctant to speak at first but I found an impressive tool of persuasion.”
“What does that mean?” I asked, setting a pace that Silky with her short legs could just about keep up with.
“César,” she replied. I understood the catch in her voice. I suppose the big Wolf with his multicolored armored skin, courtesy of an alien skin parasite, could cause a serious impression. I just hadn’t expected Shahdi to be the one impressed. That was bad. I didn’t trust César. I didn’t know for sure he was a bad man, but there were dark secrets buried within him.
“Transport?” queried Silky.
“They arrived on foot.”
“Not in trucks?”
“No, ma’am. Definitely on foot. They trashed the place and then painted HUB logos.”
“Obviously a signal intended for us,” said Silky. “And one Caccamo acted upon. But was this really HUB, or someone wanting us to think they were responsible?” She chewed that over. Silky’s plan had been for each of our two mini-teams to work our way back through the most recent Revenge Squad cases, looking for connections. We’d each only investigated one site so far.
“Our information is inadequate,” Silky announced. “Return to HQ. We need to find out more about this Hurt You Back organization.”
“Wait,” I said. “Shahdi, did you see any pamphlets? Political paraphernalia?”
“We did. A group calling themselves the Cooperative for Equality and Smoothed Prosperity.”
“We found the same here,” said Silky. “That makes two leads to investigate. That’s good work but we need to act fast. Get back to base ASAP.”
As soon as the comm link ended, Silky surprised me by coming to a halt.
I stopped too. “What’s the matter?” I asked, trying to read her dark eyes against the deep black hollows of her eye sockets.
“Nothing,” she replied. “Have a fruitful day,” she added teasingly, and then reached up to cup my jaw in her hands. “I wouldn’t have you any other way, NJ.”
She released me and jogged off in the direction of the lot where we had left our truck.
I watched for a few moments, shaking my head. Friendships will never work well between human and alien. The clue’s in that last word there. Aliens don’t make sense and they never will. By definition.
I hurried off in pursuit, ignoring the ghostly jeers and catcalls in my head.



— CHAPTER 6 —
“Why don’t we hit those HUB vecks now?” César urged the moment we had all reassembled in the empty Revenge Squad HQ.
The parasite infesting him had not only turned his human skin into armored scales that could deflect small arms fire, but had painted him in beguiling patterns that I wanted to reach out and trace with my fingers. My attention was drawn to the charcoal spirals emanating from his eyes. As the passion welled in him, the edges of these paw prints glowed a volcanic red. I’d never seen that in a Wolf, but then César wasn’t a true Wolf. I didn’t know his story, but I did know he was a liar.
No one answered César. I wasn’t surprised; I was wondering why we didn’t pay HUB a visit myself.
“The chance that Caccamo and his team are still alive is remote,” said César, “but we don’t know for sure that they’re dead. So I ask again. Why not hit HUB now?”
“Because,” said Nolog, “we do not know whether they are instigators or victims of this affair. Why would HUB try to wipe out Revenge Squad?”
“Are you serious?” Chikune exploded with rage, waving his heavy fists around with an accompaniment of snarling. I wasn’t buying it. Chikune’s emotions were as calculated as an accountant’s figures. “HUB has been established here for years now. Revenge Squad has been here six months. We are too small to be more than an irritation yet but if I ran HUB, I would crush us before we became a deadly rival.”
“I do not like this rashness,” said Nolog.
“Your kind never do,” spat back Chikune. “At the first sign of danger, a Tallerman buries himself in the ground and pretends to be a rock for a few years until the danger has passed.”
Anger flared in my heart. I’d never sympathized with an alien before, but I’d seen Nolog-Ndacu’s squadron of Valiant-class aircraft fly down into the unknown defenses of the White Knight homeworld. If that wasn’t courage in the face of the unknown, I didn’t know what was.
“Your prejudice is ill informed,” said Nolog, his voice synthesizer rendering his words into a neutral human form. Whether Nolog was actually seething inside was a mystery. “It is not the dangers we know about that tell my heart to advise caution. Rather it is the dangling threads we can perceive but cannot yet tie together. Acting Assistant Squad Leader Sylk-Peddembal says our clients in the space docks were hiding something. We do not yet know what. You yourself reported mysteries of your own, Mr. Chikune, and I have my own information to add that I have not yet had an opportunity to share with you.”
I expected Nolog to continue. I didn’t know anyone on the planet who liked to talk more than Nolog. He said nothing but kept his gaze firmly on Chikune.
“Okay,” said the former army sub-lieutenant (or so he claimed to be). “I apologize.”
“I accept,” said the Tallerman. “A single individual human armed with a sniper rifle – she smells like a female – is well concealed in foliage on the far bank of the canal that runs along the back of our HQ. Three human males observe us from a building across the road. This second group lacks the skill of concealment. If I may be forgiven rash speculation given the urgency of our predicament, I suggest these observers represent two separate parties.”
When Nolog ceased his report, silence came across the room, but it was not a neutral kind of quiet. It was concentrated anticipation, and it was focused keenly on Silky.
She was still learning about humans, and my gut told me she wasn’t learning fast enough. Why was she allowing us to debate our next move as if we were a cooperative of equals? I hesitated. Should I step in with my big hairy feet to back her up, or would that undermine her further?
The person in charge of our group slowly cast a gaze around the room, the expression on her alien face unreadable to me but unhurried. “Chikune,” she said after a few moments, “repeat your report and this time I expect silence while I decide our course of action.”
“You can’t be serious,” said Chikune. His eyes were wide with astonishment. I didn’t think he was acting. “If Caccamo is alive then the clock is ticking.”
“Your opinion is noted, Auxiliary Chikune. However, I’m in command of this team and I say you will give your report.”
Chikune’s eyes flashed with anger, and his nose flared as he considered how to make his report as brief as possible.
“I’ve already beamed you the clips I’ve decrypted from the internal security cams. You can review them in your own time. I will tell you what I’ve learned about HUB. Revenge Squad isn’t the only organization operating in this market. The biggest player in the province of Hy-Nguay is Hurt U Back. Essentially it uses the same business model as ours. Clients pay through the nose for the right to plant a HUB logo in a prominent place on their person or property. If you mess with a HUB client, they will mess with you, and with interest. HUB does permit rivals so that they don’t look so much like a private militia threatening the civil authorities.”
“Then why are you so sure HUB would crush us?” I asked.
“Because HUB keeps rivals divided and limited. We’re small now but we are an offshoot of a global player. HUB doesn’t have operations beyond this province.”
“And we know where they are based,” added César. “A disused military dump a few miles along the coast from here. We can be there in fifteen minutes.”
“Wait…” I growled. “Their base is on the coast. On the beach?”
“Yes,” replied César. “Caccamo… Ah, I see. Caccamo was wearing beach clothes. Was that a clue?”
“That’s guesswork,” Shahdi replied. “Keep to facts and informed speculation. What do we know about the political agitators we heard about in the docks?”
Chikune clenched his fists, but did reply. “The Cooperative for Equality and Smoothed Prosperity. More commonly known as the Levelers. Caccamo obviously regarded them as significant because he was spending valuable resources trying to understand them. They are popular with the space dockers and those whom wealth has passed by, particularly former service personnel in a bad place. Caccamo was particularly alarmed at Leveler infiltration of the local Civilian Defense Force ranks.”
“Are we talking revolutionaries?” asked Silky. “Are these Levelers planning an armed rebellion?”
“Who knows?” Chikune replied. “It’s easy to write slogans and grumble with like-minded people over a coffee. Armed conflict is a different matter.”
“Revolution is their stated aim,” said Sel-en-Sek who rarely contributed to these group sessions, but you paid attention when he did. “They wrote it into their constitution.” The old sailor stroked his long, plaited beard, which dangled from his chin like an invitation to grip here while you punch my face. “I’m a docker, amongst other things. I haven’t worked these wharves but these are still my people. I recommend you discount the fact you found Leveler literature at both your sites. You walked into the Leveler heartlands. I would be suspicious if you didn’t see Leveler slogans on open display.”
Chikune punched his palm in triumph. “There you have it, Acting ASL,” he said to Silky. “Let’s go pay HUB a visit.”
“One more thing first,” Silky said. “I want to see the cry for help.”
I watched the knuckles whiten on Chikune’s fists. “Very well,” he said, his voice cracking with suppressed tension. “What you call a cry for help was directed to this building around a day and a half ago. We don’t know whether anyone was here at the time to receive it.”
A face appeared on a recording of a standard video call. Six black eyes topped the wedge-shaped face which colored through blue to red and back as we watched. Alongside the mouth was a pair of stubby appendages coated in hair and slime. I knew enough to say that these were its paps and the creature was a Pavnix. I didn’t know much more than that. I’d never spoken to one.
“I don’t know who’s mad, who’s lying, and who is plain confused,” said the Pavnix through a voice synthesizer, and a good one because it conveyed some emotional dynamics in its translation. “This is mutual suicide.” The Pavnix was shouting by this point. “I’m hoping someone on your side has the brains to realize that. Contact me directly before it’s too late. You know how to reach me.”
The problem, it transpired, was that we didn’t. If there were any records of this Pavnix’s identity, they were hidden from us. The unfortunate truth was that whether we were Tallerman, Kurlei, or human, none of us could tell one Pavnix from another. Even if we were familiar enough with them as individuals to see distinguishing characteristics, their bodies were in a constant state of flux. Their one constant was their scent, but even Nolog whose sense of smell was far superior to the rest of us, said all Pavnix smelled the same to him.
“See?” sneered Chikune – almost begging me to split that curled lip of his with my fist – “we’re wasting time.”
“The armory here is exceptionally well-stocked,” added César. “I mean, Caccamo’s got gear you wouldn’t believe. Let’s take it along to visit HUB. We know where they hang out. Let’s go.”
“No.”
Silky spoke softly but the effect was electric. I could see Chikune and César mutiny in their minds. Shahdi wavered, glancing across to César to take his lead. Sel-en-Sek looked about to hurl himself at Chikune. As for Nolog. Well, he was an alien… Who could possibly tell what he was thinking?
Your girl’s in trouble, said Bahati. As if I didn’t know. Anyway, I thought to myself, she was hardly ‘my girl’.
Maybe not, said Efia who could read my thoughts. But she is in trouble and she needs you.
‘My girl’ acted oblivious to the mutinous atmosphere and issued her orders. “Agent Sel-en-Sek, Acting Auxiliary McCall. We may be walking into a trap. If so then you have three hours to identify the trap and discover how to mitigate. Chikune, César, you’ve seen the armory. Prepare our team to move in a reconnaissance in force. Ignore legal restrictions on arms but don’t load the truck until I give my signal. Mowad, you’re with me. Nolog-Ndacu, you too. If our HQ is being watched, I want a word with our uninvited observers.”
Chikune and César stood where they were.
I took my place alongside Silky, shoulder to shoulder. “I’m with the boss,” I announced for the benefit of the non-humans and others who didn’t understand my gesture of support. I wasn’t with her at all in spirit. I desperately wanted to pay HUB a visit, but I would always back Silky against that slimy veck, Chikune.
“There is a reason why Silky was appointed our leader,” I said. “She’s the boss because she’s the best we have. Now let’s start acting like a disciplined unit and obey her orders.”
Still, no one moved.
“If anyone has a problem obeying our commander, then they have a serious problem with me.”
Still no movement.
I red-lined my lungs to maximum inflation and then some. Then I let rip. “Nolog-Ndacu! Mowad! I want you by that door ready to move out in ten. César, get your scaly ass into that armory now!”
I had been a sergeant for nearly two hundred years. On Klin-Tula that counted for very little but the farm girl, the young Wolf, and the Tallerman jumped to obey before their brains could remind them that they actually outranked me.
Chikune decided this wasn’t the time and place of his choosing to defy me. He slouched off to join César.
“You’ve got three hours, NJ,” said Silky. “Make them count.”
I caught the way Chikune was looking at us from across the room, calculating and resentful. “I think we’d better make it two,” I told her.
Sel-en-Sek slapped me on the shoulder. “That’s all we’ll need, my friend. This is a port and I’m a sailor. Follow my lead.”



— CHAPTER 7 —
“I know you’re a wet sailor,” I told Sel-en-Sek as he drove the tuck at speed through the back streets of Port Zahir, “but I thought you were a mechanic, not a wharf rat.”
“I was,” he replied, taking a turn so sharply I grabbed the bar set into the ceiling and held on tight. “But it’s fifteen years since I was in the Navy. NJ, there are many trades in the shipping industry, and I don’t have time to explain them. I suggest you use the term dock worker. It’s vague, but less likely to start a fight.”
“And you know people here? Why didn’t you say earlier?”
“I’ve never been to Port Zahir.” His face hardened into a mask of fury and, although he looked straight ahead, I began to worry that the old sailor wasn’t seeing the road.
“Snap out of it, man!” I shouted. “Or pull over and let me drive.” I looked out through all the windows to assess the traffic situation, because I might have to grab the wheel any moment.
Sel-en-Sek glanced at the rear camera feed, and I got the impression he saw something there that calmed him. “I’ll be fine,” he said.
My Revenge Squad comrades had never come out and said it, but after I had something of a mental breakdown when we set off from Camp Prelude a few days ago, no one trusted me in command of a vehicle. I hadn’t expected Sel-en-Sek to have the same problem. This was ridiculous. If none of us could drive safely, we would have to use public transport to visit our revenge on the bad people of Port Zahir, and I couldn’t count on bus drivers letting me carry my SA-71 onto their vehicles.
But the sailor was now back in control and, as he took a right at the intersection into the commercial district, he drove with his usual aggression but I no longer feared for my life. I noticed a gray four-wheeled car follow us out of the intersection. My memory had lost most of the enhancements I had taken for granted in my youth, but I felt sure the vehicle had been following us for a while now.
Don’t act rash, said the ghost of Sergeant Chinelo in my head. Could be a coincidence.
I ignored the Sarge and spoke to Sel-en-Sek. “I don’t get it. When we set off on the journey to Port Zahir, you couldn’t get here soon enough. You were so brimming over with enthusiasm it was practically leaking out of your orifices. Now you’re acting as if this is the worst place you can possibly be on the entire planet.”
“It is. Why isn’t important right now. You asked if I had contacts. I don’t, but I’m a senior stockholder in Klin-Tula Maritime, the shipping corporation.”
I was so surprised, I reckoned my eyes widened as much as Silky’s sometimes did. “No. Not you, Sel-en-Sek. You’re as un-corporate as you can get. If you wore a business suit, the shock would kill you.”
He laughed. “True enough. NJ, I like you. True, you talk to the ghosts of your fallen squad, and you’re trapped in a slow-motion love affair with an alien–”
“Hardly,” I corrected him. “It’s no shame to be friendly with an alien, even one as annoying as Silky. But I’m not an…” I was going to say alien-faggot, but for some reason the words felt uncomfortable on my lips.
“Of course you aren’t,” he soothed. “And I know I got distracted for a moment back there, but you have full-on psychotic episodes.”
My muscles flushed with anger. I had thought Sel-en-Sek was my friend. Someone I could trust.
He’s right and you know it, pointed out Sanaa.
He doesn’t know the half of it, said Bahati.
“Hey, steady on, friend,” said Sel-en-Sek. “I mean that as a compliment. I prefer my companions to be uniquely weathered and aged, like a mature brandy. And you, my friend, have been wonderfully aged. But you still have a lot to learn about port life.”
“That’s great. But we’re not chewing fat at a bar now. Can we advance rapidly to the relevant part of whatever you have to say?”
Sel-en-Sek turned into a deserted side road.
The gray car followed. That was definitely not a coincidence.
“We’ve got company,” I said, cursing Silky’s order that we weren’t to take firearms. But she hadn’t said anything about knives.
I drew out my combat blade and activated the poison feed. Glistening green fluid oozed over the tips of the crescent blade.
“Put that away now,” snapped Sel-en-Sek. “This isn’t an ambush. I asked for their help.”
“They? You mean Klin-Tula Maritime? The corporates?”
“Yeah, the corporates. Come on, NJ. Who’s gonna get us intel fastest? Chikune with his computers, or the organization that runs the wet docks?”
I sheathed my blade as Sel-en-Sek pulled over and parked behind a gray car identical to the one that pulled up behind us.
“Do you trust me?” he asked.
I debated briefly with my ghosts. We didn’t have much choice. “I do trust you,” I said.
“Good. Then get out. They won’t talk with outsiders present.”
My door opened automatically. “You owe me, pal,” I growled at Sel-en-Sek, but I stepped out onto the sidewalk with the feeling I was doing something very stupid.
I took a last glance at Sel-en-Sek before the door shut. He was tying on a cravat of all things. It was gray and plain other than a single red stripe down its middle, and had the crumpled look of having been stuffed down the bottom of a kit bag for many years. I suddenly appreciated that his disheveled salty dog appearance took a lot of effort on his part. His curly hair looked so sea-bleached that you should be able to taste the salt, and yet it was never matted, never stank and I can tell you from experience that hair can hold a host of odors. His natural fiber jacket too was artfully distressed, but that cravat was different. It was genuinely tatty.
Then the door closed and the Revenge Squad truck sped away, bracketed by the two gray cars.
I activated the Aimee electronic assistant on my wrist, and queried it to find where the hell my partner had dumped me. I was about two miles from the Star Shift Freight warehouse I’d visited a few hours earlier. This was a commercial district of retail stores, commercial logistics, and small office blocks. What was I supposed to do? Grab a bite to eat to kill time while HUB disposed of the bodies of Caccamo’s team?
Thinking of food made my stomach growl. Actually, grabbing some food did make sense. If I found somewhere basic enough, maybe I could learn something about the Levelers. Not here, though. This area was too upmarket. I walked back to the main avenue and headed west, away from downtown. On the way, I looked up Klin-Tula Maritime and admitted that I was impressed. Klin-Tula was a world of many large islands. A cooperative of ex-Navy sailors had pooled their retirement grants into setting up new port facilities and shipping lines. Now Klin-Tula Maritime dominated bulk carrying between the islands.
I rang Silky to update her, but she wasn’t answering. Then I remembered: she’d said she was going to talk to the people staking out our HQ. And one of them had a sniper rifle.
Silky can handle herself better than you, said Sanaa.
Doesn’t mean she’s safe, I replied.
I tried not to form the words: you could handle yourself too, Sanaa, but you’re still dead.
She must have heard my thoughts anyway, because she replied: Exactly. I died. There’s no power on this planet can keep any of us hundred percent safe. I died, but only after we were married for two centuries. Man up, Ndeki! Make the most of your time with her. It was your choice to enlist in– Hey! Watch out!
I let my ghosts direct my muscles without wasting time waiting to learn what had spooked them. They were useful like that.
I pivoted on one heel while readying the other leg so I could push down and leap out at a figure striding purposefully out of a fancy delicatessen.
It was a human man armed with a pistol. Ephemeral wisps of exhaust gases snaked from the barrel.
He fired again and this time I felt the pinch in my chest as the round hit.
I looked down and saw two darts sticking out of me.
“Big mistake, pal,” I growled at my attacker. “Gonna take more than that to stop me.”
At least, that was what my brain signaled my mouth to say.
Dimly, I realized that what had actually issued from my mouth was a little mumbling and a lot of drool. My next thought was to wonder why no one had thought to invent soft paving slabs as my skull impacted the sidewalk.
Then I was all out of thoughts for a while.



— CHAPTER 8 —
Cold.
Cold!
I hurtled out of darkness and into a chair that was rattling and shaking… And it was shaking because I was shivering from the frigid cold that was being shot out from my spine like a battleship firing point defense icicles. I shook myself right out of the chair and landed on a cold and smooth surface. But it was a few notches warmer here… once I’d curled into a ball.
I was easing back from the precipice of panic when I realized I was blind. Deaf too.
I lost it. I screamed. My cries were quickly swallowed by whatever hellhole I was incarcerated in, but I could hear the muffled noise of my own despair and so I screamed at the top of my voice, grateful for any sign that I wasn’t deaf, that I was still alive.
Then someone removed the suppressor hood from my head.
“… And then for frakk’s sake give the guy a cup of coffee. And for the love of all that is holy, McCall, will you stop that infernal racket?”
I decided that screaming like a baby was no longer such a great idea, and stopped my infernal racket.
I blinked some sense into my eyes.
I was lying in a room designed to be brutally simple. Small and low ceilinged and with a dry acoustic that sapped the warmth from every word spoken. Across the table sat a woman studying me with professional interest. Two standing men flanked her. All wore forest green tunics with a double gold stripe down the right side.
Police.
“The cold will wear off quickly,” said the woman. “It is a common side-effect of the tranquillizer we used on you.”
She wore a captain’s bars sewn over her breast, right above the name Silverberg. My eyes hadn’t fully rebooted but I could see she was slender and had eyes too blue and skin too white to be a product of the White Knight military. She was from Earth then. If she had chosen a less stressful career – Navy test pilot, for example – she would have looked beautiful. Instead, she had worn the cares of her profession on her face for too long, and now the hard demeanor and worry lines were baked in. I guess that made her an honest cop.
“For Christ’s sake, McCall. You’re not exactly subtle in your current state. The way you’re staring… it’s like being sniffed by a geriatric dog. I’ll save us both the bother. My name is Captain Rachel Silverberg, and I am not from Earth, despite what you lot always assume. I was raised on the Earth colony of Mberaxis-3. Like most Earth natives, I do have effector triggers implanted in my wrists but had them disabled as a requirement of police employment. That means if I touch your flesh, I cannot inject you with nano effectors that will make your hormonal system my plaything.”
I relaxed a little. Those freaks from Earth could enslave you with a touch. Silverberg wasn’t exaggerating.
“On the other hand,” she said. “I can still make you my bitch by legally legitimate means. Or illegitimate. Such as blackmail, for example.”
I suppressed my shivering, took my seat and rested my elbows on the table. “Why is the state police interested in a former Marine Sergeant like me?”
“You’re here because you are a member of Revenge Squad, a third-rate protection racket set up by unscrupulous financiers, who don’t need to get their hands dirty because they exploit dumb old soldiers like you to cross the line set by the law.”
I didn’t like this at all. Frankly, I preferred the part when I had woken up and thought I was dead. At least that way I wouldn’t have to deal with somebody who knew a lot more about me than I did about them. “I reject your description of me as a dumb old soldier,” I told her.
She steepled her fingers and raised an eyebrow, but said nothing.
“I may be nearly 300 years of age,” I said, “but I’m not old. I shall concede the other two elements of your assertion.”
She flashed me a frosty smile. “Very good, McCall. Maybe you’re not quite as dumb as you look.”
The door to what I assumed was an interrogation room opened and another policeman dipped inside, leaving a cup of steaming coffee for me on the table.
I gulped it down, burning my throat on the way but I was desperate to warm up my core. I needed my ghosts but they were still asleep. Perhaps coffee would wake them.
“Better?” asked the policewoman.
“A little.” I frowned. “Hey, you guys are proverbial for having no budget. This is great coffee. How can the police have good coffee?”
“Because this is Port Zahir, the biggest port on the planet. Trade goods pass through ports, Mr. McCall. Goods such as coffee.”
“So the deal is, you skim a little sample of your favorite goods, and the traders don’t get hampered with trumped up charges and police harassment. What’s that make Port Zahir police? A second-rate protection racket?”
The two policemen flanking the officer looked about ready to punch my lights out. She waved their aggression away with a gesture. Silverberg wasn’t so easily wound up. Looked like I wasn’t going to talk myself into an unmarked grave this afternoon.
“No, McCall. It makes Port Zahir police an institution that earns the respect and gratitude of the citizens it serves. You know, I actually get paid to sit here and listen to you make an ass of yourself. You’re the one in a hurry, what with mislaying your entire organization.”
“You know where Caccamo is?”
“No, I don’t. The smart money says that your friends are dead, taken out by your HUB rivals before you became a threat. As far as I’m concerned, gang-on-gang shootings are a blessing, they make my streets a little safer. I wouldn’t bother talking with you at all except this whole deal smells suspicious to me. On the off chance that you aren’t dead by this time tomorrow, that this incident goes deeper than it looks at first, I want you to be my eyes and ears inside the local professional retribution industry.”
“You want me to become a police informant?” I shook my head. Was this woman insane?
One of the policemen handed his officer a folder from which she took a photograph. Silverberg looked at the image, stared at me as if I were a sick pervert, and then slid it across to me.
“Do you recognize this individual?”
I glanced down at the photo. “Never seen them before in my life,” I said, which wasn’t strictly true. I had trained in interrogation techniques for both sides of the interrogation table. From my current side, you are supposed to take an element of truth and pour all your belief into that misleading snippet.
It was true that I did not recognize the image, and I fixated on that half-truth. Well, sixteenth-truth. As for the individual… I recognized her all right. I’d left her at Revenge Squad HQ before setting off with Sel-en-Sek. This photo of Silky was different, though. She wore a military uniform I didn’t recognize. Black leather with skull emblems in the lapels. Metal sheathed her head tentacles. This was before she deserted the Legion, before she had adapted her appearance to look more human. A faint crest ran down her forehead, her ears were more angular, and strangest of all the dark pits that housed her eyes weren’t dark at all. They were as white as chalk.
She didn’t just look more alien; she looked deadly.
“Let’s try again,” said the police officer. She drew a smart screen from a folder, spent a few minutes setting something up and stood the display up so I could see it clearly. This was a reaction analyzer. A lie detector, if you like, though it did both more and less than that. It showed the various segments of my head firing in real time as I spoke, and as I thought.
“Nice try,” she said. “You fought it for about two seconds, which is about two seconds more than I expected. Nonetheless I know you lied. Try again. Tell me what you know about Revenge Squad.”
I did, but left off any mention of the Phoenix Cabal. If pretending I didn’t recognize Silky was a sixteenth truth, this was a three-quarters one. I didn’t know anything about Phoenix except that the name came from a passenger starship that had carried several prominent individuals to Klin-Tula from the neighboring star system. My former Revenge Squad boss, Holland Philby, had been one of them.
“That’s all I know.”
“Maybe. Maybe not but it’s insufficient.” Silverberg tapped the photograph of Silky. “Try harder, alien-faggot, or she will suffer.”
“There’s no shame in having an alien companion,” I protested. “It’s a big galaxy.”
“You misunderstand,” she said. “You are part of a protection racket that likes to call itself quasi-legal. It’s either legal or it isn’t, and no amount of corrupt politicians will persuade me that you are anything other than a criminal, Ndeki Joshua McCall. I don’t care whether you hump a Hardit, in comparison with that. I would take a thousand law abiding alien-faggots over one sexually vanilla criminal any day, and you are both a criminal and a deviant. What I do care about is that she is my lever against you. Do better and quickly. Luckily for you our priority at this point is with revolutionaries not gangsters, and the Chief Commissioner has given me the flexibility to turn a tactical blind eye. I’m not so inclined. The law is the law. Pervert it in one place and you corrupt it everywhere. I am against such a policy of flexibility. Persuade me otherwise, or she will suffer.”
“Speech over?” I growled. “Like you said, my clock is ticking. Hurry up.”
Silverberg tapped again on Silky’s picture. “Is she married?”
“Yes.”
The police captain looked crestfallen, probably because the reaction analyzer was inconclusive. “Oh dear, Mr. McCall,” she said.
“Ask me if she is married to me,” I suggested.
She raised an eyebrow. “Very well, is she married to you?”
“She is,” I replied. This time the analyzer was very positive.
“Interesting. Do you believe that if you ask her to follow your direction then she is obliged to obey?”
I felt chilled again. I’d never heard of Kurlei before Silky sought me out a year ago. Silverberg had done her homework on Silky’s species, and I had the sense of being corralled.
“Answer the question!”
I didn’t see I had much choice. “Yes. Her biology will compel her to follow me until such time as she rebels and kills me. Sounds insane but I am convinced she believes it.”
Silverberg leaned back in her chair, hands behind her head. Did she know that Silky had already killed one husband and the countdown had begun on her second?
She glanced up at her assistants. “Frennan, Jones. Give me five minutes, will you?”
The two policemen glared at me before trooping out of the room.
“Now what?” I said once they’d gone. “Is this the point where the torture starts?”
Silverberg locked her gaze into mine, leaned forward and tapped the photo once more. “What is her name?”
“Silky.”
“Sub-Captain Sylk-Peddembal of Delta-Two-Indigo Commando.” She stared at me but I didn’t give her any reaction.
“I have her military record,” she said. “It ended abruptly. It ended illegally.”
I looked away and bit my lip. There was no point pretending that I was in control here.
“The penalty for harboring a deserter is severe, former Sergeant Joshua. The penalty for being a deserter is death.”
I held my head in my hands. We’d been in the city less than a day. If this policewoman had already discovered Silky’s secret in so short a space of time, then her position was hopeless. Even if I struck a deal with this Captain Rachel Silverberg, there would be someone else. And then another. I couldn’t do deals with everyone.
“Your despair is fully warranted, McCall. I was in the military police and I still have contacts there. If I can discover her record, so can others. Her past will eventually come back to claim you both.”
“She ran because she was about to be murdered by her own unit,” I protested. “She didn’t desert the Legion, the Legion deserted her.”
“I see,” she said, and appeared to mull over my words. “So the defense you have prepared for her tribunal is… Let me see if I have this right… Life isn’t fair.”
I hung my head. I was utterly without hope and with the reaction analyzer, Silverberg could see inside my head and calculate my despair to the nth decimal place.
“You cannot possibly protect her,” she said in a more comforting voice. “On the other hand, I can.”
I looked up. “How?”
“It is possible to hide records. I cannot delete your wife’s record – nor would I want to, because then I would lose my hold over you. But I could bury it under layer upon layer of misdirection. I could hide her record so that only those who knew exactly where to look would find it… A narrow path of discovery that would only become illuminated should anything suspicious lead to my death or disablement.”
“What must I do?”
She leaned back again and smiled. It was the look of somebody content to have organized and shaped the world according to her design. “I’ve already explained your role. You will be my eyes and ears and data snout within Revenge Squad.”
“I’m to be the mole you will use to bring in Revenge Squad’s scalp?”
“You overdramatize.”
“Have you any idea of how dangerous that would be?”
“Yes.” She sighed. “Some say life is not fair, Mr. McCall, and yet life does occasionally offer breaks such as I am offering you now. You can choose to work with me – and I accept this would be highly dangerous – or I can take your wife in now. She will be executed, and you will enjoy a brutally short sentence of hard labor. I offer a slim chance as an alternative to certain and ignominious death for the both of you. A true Marine would not call that a choice at all.”
I clamped my jaw hard and bunched my fists. This woman had enslaved me, but no matter how much I wanted to punch her, I daren’t. And she knew it. “What. Specifically. Do you want from me?”
“I want you, specifically, to not die for the next few days, during which time you will learn the fate of your former Revenge Squad companions. Furthermore, if you discover any signs of political insurrection, you will report them to me immediately. Frankly, I think the next time we meet will be at your autopsy.” Her face softened. Not by much, but probably as much as she ever could. “The way you stood by your wife is admirable, even if she is so… unconventional. I like you, Mr. McCall. Try not to get yourself killed.”
She flicked a control on a screen and the policemen she dismissed earlier reappeared. “I would say it’s been a pleasure,” she told me, “but it hasn’t. Now get out of my station house and don’t come back.”
All three of them escorted me out the building, and it surprised me that she would bother. Perhaps Silverberg had invested more in me than she cared to admit.
Her presence was a delicious irony, as it turned out, because as we moved down the central corridor downstairs, I did a double take when a strange party approached us in the corridor. A sergeant led three naked men, manic grins on their faces, wrists cuffed behind them, and what I can only describe as excitement written on more than just their faces. Most bizarrely of all were the ribbons tied in a neat bow around the base of their eager manhoods. No, scratch that. What was weirdest was that the pattern on those ribbons looked awfully familiar: a complex pattern in striking iridescent colors.
The sergeant couldn’t help but explain. “Found them in this state wandering outside the station house. Probably some stupid prank.”
Despite the prisoners’ glee – which had to be chemically induced (I hoped) – they were scrawny fellows, which made me sad and angry. I recognized regimental tattoos on now-shrunken chests that would once have swelled with pride to have earned such cherished ink.
They probably deserved better, but… What the hell? I couldn’t resist.
“Hey, Captain,” I said cheerfully as we passed the men. “Looks like your afternoon entertainment’s arrived.”
Silverberg acted like she hadn’t heard.
“Gotta admire a healthy sexual appetite, Rachel. I guess someone like you in an extremely responsible position deserves a little in-work tension relief.”
“Sergeant,” she called the policeman escorting the nude men. “Haven’t we something to cover these deviants?”
“Trauma blankets I suppose, ma’am. Figured these losers didn’t deserve wasting our stores upon.”
“Fair enough,” replied the captain. “But keep them out of sight of the other prisoners.” She glared at me while adding, “Rumors have a habit of spreading out into the public. Though anyone with something to hide would have the sense to keep their mouth firmly shut.”
I shut my mouth into the shape of a sly grin and made my exit, intrigued to discover what the city would hit me with next.



— CHAPTER 9 —
For once, Port Zahir’s surprises took a benign turn in the form of the carefully gnarled features of the old sailor who had abandoned me in the street to enjoy playtime with the police.
“Did you learn anything?” asked Sel-en-Sek, not waiting for my answer before setting off along the sidewalk.
“Yeah,” I answered. “Apparently, I’m a despicable degenerate, and the city of Port Zahir would be a better place if Revenge Squad and all who sail aboard her were to vulley themselves to death, never to be heard of again.”
“You do realize they are right?” he said when I caught up with him.
I didn’t know Sel-en-Sek well enough to be sure whether he was joking. Fortunately, before I was required to ask that dumb question, we had other matters to occupy us. Around the corner from the front entrance of the station house, the street was shrouded in shadow. It wasn’t just the shade that made the small clumps of people hanging around the street seem threatening.
I saw our truck parked up ahead. A Littorane was leaning against the passenger door, intent on the device it was holding in its stubby little arms.
It thrashed its tail in delight when its tool succeeded in breaching the truck’s defenses, and it opened the door.
We quickened our pace but before we could reach the Littorane, three humans – ex-Marines all – stepped out of nowhere to block our path.
“I haven’t time for this,” I snarled.
And it was true. Caccamo and his team were probably dead. But if these hoods deprived us of our transport, their deaths would be even probablier.
I think they saw the truth in my eyes, because they stepped aside with bad grace, giving us the merest shove as we passed through their gauntlet.
The Littorane open the door fully and bowed to us.
“Nice valet service,” Sel-en-Sek told the alien as we got in and drove away.
“We got lucky,” he said once we’d put a couple of blocks between us. “If it had been the backstreets then they would not have stepped aside.”
“But you were parked alongside the station house building. Are the police really that weak?”
Sel-en-Sek seemed to consider the best way to reply as he took a turn in the direction of the space docks. “Listen, NJ, you need to learn how cities work. There are always police and there are always criminal gangs. Think of the city as a large living organism and the police as part of its criminal immune system. There is always a dynamic equilibrium in play. Gangs get stronger and they’ll hang around the front door of the station house, just to prove they can. Police get stronger and they drive gangs away from the block. Stronger still and they drive criminals underground throughout the entire district.”
“By which point, they’ll stop turning a blind eye to Revenge Squad and stick us all in jail.”
“You got it. Don’t think of them as criminal scum, trying to thieve your property. Think of them as your job security.”
“That’s going to take some getting used to,” I replied. “Now, spill. I can tell you found something – something to do with the docks that your cravat-wearing docker pals told you.”
“Been taking mind-reading lessons from your wife, eh? Well, you’re right. Klin-Tula Maritime is a player in this town, like everyone else, so it will have placed its spin on everything they told me. Important part is they gave me an address. ‘Scratch the surface and you’ll get answers’, they told me.”
“Any idea what that means?”
“Nope. But there was something else and you’ll like this bit, NJ. They showed me evidence that I believe in. These people we’re about to pay a visit will transport anything… and anybody.”
My body jerked with a bolt of disgust. Slavers!
I looked down and saw my fists were bunched so tightly the bones were threatening to burst through my skin.



— CHAPTER 10 —
If you’re ever called upon to board and seize a spaceship, one of the things you’ll most hope to find in your pre-action equipment check is a healthy supply of breaching charges.
You need to be careful tossing heavy blasting power around in a pressurized gas canister – which, by the way, is all a spaceship really is, no matter what ship rats might try to tell you. Hence you want the stick-to-anything breaching charges that can shape their blast to punch a hole through bulkheads without inconveniently opening up the hull to space.
(By the way, if any Navy personnel are reading this, then I humbly apologize for calling you ship rats, you wixering goat chodders. Force of habit.).
Although there are far easier means to knock down walls on a planet’s surface, breaching charges work here too, and they leave a distinctive debris pattern as the fragments of the wall are carried along by the blast front before losing out to gravity and dropping to the ground.
When Sel-en-Sek and I stepped through the hole in the warehouse at the address the dockers had given us, guess what debris pattern I saw painted in the rubble on the floor?
Breaching charges are seriously illegal pieces of kit. Whoever had blasted their way in was heavily armed and hadn’t bothered to cover up what they used. Then there is the other thing about breaching charges. The blast shape is very concentrated. In other words, they blew through the wall with ease, but left the walls structurally sound.
Odd that…
Inside, the evidence of explosions and gunfire was clear. Metal shelving units reaching high into the warehouse ceiling were twisted and warped with blast damage. Loading machinery was melted to slag. Whoever had hit here hadn’t been as gentle on the inside as they had with the load bearing walls. The far wall from the hole grabbed my attention because it had been whitewashed very recently. The other walls were white too, but carried a pattern of dirt and chemical staining, although they too caught my interest. There were white rectangles on each of the walls that hadn’t been whitewashed where the dirt and staining were absent. Something had been mounted on those walls until very recently. As we took in the sight of this warehouse, a man walked in from the loading yard driving a wheeled loader.
“What went on here?” Sel-en-Sek called up to him.
In reply, the warehouse loader halted his vehicle, pointedly took up the metal bar stowed behind his seat, got down and faced us.
“Leave or I call the cops,” he advised.
“We are cops, you wixering slag,” I yelled at him.
That shut him up. Sel-en-Sek glanced over at me and raised an eyebrow, as if to ask what the hell was I thinking of impersonating the police.
I thought he was grossly unfair. I’m still learning on the job. You learn through your mistakes, my old drill sergeant used to tell me, just before she assigned me a punishment.
“Listen, mate,” I told the loader, who was caught between caution and violence. “You get the cops who wear uniform. And then you get those who don’t. Those who don’t are at liberty to do this–”
I lunged at the loader.
He swung his bar at me, but I was expecting that. I grabbed the bar from his hand and slapped his face very hard, but with the palm of my other hand. I didn’t want to break him, despite my urges to punch him properly.
The fight went out of the little veck and he decided to tell us something. “Look behind the shelves. Section Beta-2-C. We were hit a few days ago. We’re just a shipping company specializing in space freight. We got caught in a turf war between two criminal gangs. We were paying one lot protection money. Fat lot of good it did us.”
I glared at him, keeping him quiet while Sel-en-Sek went to investigate. He soon came back carrying a plaque the exact same shape as the clean holes on the walls. The plaque had three letters: HUB inside a stylized border. I’d seen this HUB protection logo on display around town, more commonly than I saw our Revenge Squad equivalent. Do anything bad to somebody with this plaque and HUB would make you regret it. As Sel-en-Sek advanced toward us, his face suddenly changed, became enraged.
The docker went white in the face.
“Slaver,” growled Sel-en-Sek, spitting on the floor for good measure. Then the sailor charged at the docker who broke and ran for the loading yard.
And what was I doing? I was looking like a stuffed dummy, not sure this was an act or whether Sel-en-Sek had really lost all control.
“Laszlo! Jardine!” yelled the docker – presumably calling for reinforcements from the yard.
I joined Sel-en-Sek and gave chase. We heard running feet, but they weren’t headed our way. It seemed Laszlo and Jardine were not willing to stand and fight.
I’d like to say the dockers were sent packing by my imposing physique, or some clever drent that I’d said, but I knew the reason was simpler.
The world of Klin-Tula was stuffed with former soldiers who had either been born to a brutal form of slavery, or born during the fight for freedom (of a sort). It would be nice to think that such heroes had transformed Klin-Tula into a heroic world, but the reality is that we often tolerated the evils of extortion, theft, murder, drug running, even the theft of body parts for sale on the medical black-market. But if you were fingered as a slaver, the planet was not big enough to hide you from your fate.
And yet the trade persisted. No one would suffer a slave in their own species, of course, but if you forced servitude from an alien, could that be said to be slavery? Some species saw no moral difficulty in enslaving others not of their kind. I would like to have thought that my own species was not included in that group.
Sel-en-Sek yelled curses at the vanished dockers, but they were long gone. “We lost them,” he said dejectedly.
“Then let’s make the most of their absence,” I said, though to be honest I would rather be burying my fist into those slavers right now. “Let’s see… They were HUB clients until someone hit them hard.”
Sel-en-Sek gravitated toward the freshly painted wall, as did I. “Who would go against HUB so openly in challenge?” he said.
I scratched the fresh paint from the wall with my thumbnail. It was soft, not yet fully cured, and beneath the white were flecks of red.
I stared at the accusing spots of paint on my nail. It was a very specific shade of red. Revenge Squad red.
We searched the area and soon found paint solvent and the backpack spray canisters that had been used to whitewash the wall – cleaned up but not yet stored away.
We set to work clearing away the white paint, and sure enough underneath we saw crude but unmistakable Revenge Squad logos that soon ran and merged with the white to form pink puddles on the floor.
“If I were to muscle in on a rival,” said a woman’s voice from the yard, “I might seek to discredit them. Perhaps to perform an ill deed made to look like it had been perpetrated by that rival.”
“Yeah,” I replied while assessing this new threat. “Someone made it look as if Revenge Squad had attacked a HUB client, and HUB attacked a Revenge Squad client. I worked that out myself, question is who?”
All the while I spoke, we edged away toward the hole in the wall we’d entered by. Away from the cowled figures entering from the yard. Then more of these newcomers entered through the blast hole. They didn’t look like dockers. I didn’t know what they were but I knew I didn’t like them. We were outnumbered but only a few of them had come through the blast hole. That was the weakest point of their line, and so where Sel-en-Sek and I charged to make our escape.
I threw one of the people to the ground; she barely resisted me. I heard Sel-en-Sek drop one too.
Then we were through their line, out through the hole and were free.
“I am sorry if we scared you,” shouted the woman from inside who had first spoken.
Sel-en-Sek’s feet slowed, and I found I was slowing too. We stopped and looked at each other in confusion.
“You ever heard the bad guys apologize before?” he asked.
“That scenario never seemed to come up in training,” I replied.
We turned and edged back toward the warehouse, allowing the group of robed figures to emerge in numbers from the warehouse, though in a peculiarly unthreatening formation.
The two that we had hurt making a hasty exit now rested on the arms of others, rubbing bruises. The injured pair looked at us stoically but without rancor.
I didn’t like this. Didn’t like it at all. I preferred it when people shot at me. At least then I knew where we all stood. We had allowed ourselves to be suckered into a position of vulnerability, because I didn’t think they were about to draw hidden weapons on us. They were about to do something far worse. They were going to talk.



— CHAPTER 11 —
“Please don’t go.”
The cowled woman didn’t merely speak apologetic words, she sounded remorseful while she was at it.
I hesitated. I’ve always said I’ll try out any experience at least once, and I’d never experienced apologetic foes before. Was this the annual outing for the Port Zahir Society of Masochists?
The woman lowered the cowl covering her head. She was young – or at least lacking visible scar tissue – and her hair had been buzzed close to her scalp. “I’m sorry we caused you to feel intimidated.”
“She sounds sincere,” said Sel-en-Sek, but what did he know? No matter, I didn’t need convincing because I was hooked by the novelty value alone.
I tested the situation by advancing on the woman using my most threatening stance – which was also my normal one, though with the addition of a curled lip. Some of the other robed figures flinched, but the apologizing woman bowed her head and clasped her hands as if in prayer.
She was built like an Earther, short and dainty, but when she raised her head to meet my eyes, she displayed no signs of acknowledging my physical strength. Hell, she smiled, and did so with a serenity I found unnerving.
She slowly lowered her eyelids and started mumbling. And kept on mumbling.
I was sure of it now. Either she was mad or on a chemically-induced trip to La-La Land.
Then Efia explained and this all made a bizarre kind of sense. She’s not mumbling, NJ. She really is praying.
Mader Zagh! These weren’t gangsters. It was far worse: they were religious maniacs, which made them less competent but more dogged and unpredictable than a criminal gang. Religion scared me.
“Forgive our manner,” said the religious madwoman. “We are not familiar with the ways of the city.”
“I’ll tell you a secret, lady,” I said. “Me neither. I’ve garrisoned captured cities. I’ve defended and taken them too. But that was different, that was not-dying. I’ve never lived in a city.”
The lady maniac smiled that serene smile again. It gave me the creeps. The way it oozed across her face just wasn’t right. She followed up by doing something else that wasn’t right; she walked up to us and shook our hands.
In fact, with her little Earther hand in my Marine meat-shovel, all she could manage was to grab three of my fingers, which was a little weird but she held onto them with a strong grip and I didn’t have to worry about crushing her bones.
I yanked my fingers away with a cry of horror. How had I been so stupid? She was an Earther for frakk’s sake. With a brush of skin contact she could have sent an army of nano-effectors to invade my body and bind me to her will.
“I do not have the implants,” she said when she saw me staring at my arm as if it were an enemy infiltrator. “None of us in the order are allowed implants.”
I bunched my fists. And then let them relax. If she was lying, it was already too late for me.
“My name is Sister Kyoto, a monk of the Order of St Helena.”
Sel-en-Sek picked that moment to join in. “What is your purpose here, Sister Kyoto?”
“In normal circumstances, I would answer that the brothers and sisters of the order live separately from society so that we might better fulfill our holy purpose. We pray, NJ and… forgive me I do not know the name of your friend. We pray for Klin-Tula and all who dwell on this planet.”
I sidestepped the question of how she knew my name, and dodged the issue that she hadn’t answered Sel-en-Sek’s question, and concentrated instead on understanding what Kyoto had said. That might sound like a dumb thing for me to do, but I’d heard a lot of freaky stories about the head tricks the Earthers could play, and it wasn’t just the nano-factories under the wrists. I’d seen first-hand how a gangster queen originally from Earth, but now on course to dominate the criminal underworld of Tata-West, could reach out her mind and strike down her enemies through the power of thought alone. I shudder to think what this Earther ‘prayer’ could do.
“Let’s get this straight,” I said to Sister Kyoto. “You monks team up in a big gang at your out-of-town hideout–”
“At our monastery, yes.”
“At your monastery,” I accepted. “And instead of dissipating your efforts into lots of different prayers, you concentrate them in unison for maximum psychic power, the same as an artillery battery will concentrate its guns on the same weak spot of a defensive fortification?”
Precisely.”
“Like a laser concentrates and focuses coherent light to transform mere illumination into something powerful enough to burn through starship armor, your coherent prayer transforms and surpasses the mundane and achieves a unified psychic force that can influence minds, destroy physical objects, and repair the dying. Is that your function, monk?”
She gave a nervous laugh, although she didn’t appear anxious. “I was about to say that what we do is more like a communication laser beaming up to Heaven so that God may hear our words clearly. But perhaps your description is a more vivid account of the same thing.”
“Forgive him, Sister,” said Sel-en-Sek. “NJ is a good man, despite his grisly demeanor, but he’s led a sheltered life.”
“Hey,” I snapped at the sailor. “I fought in the war for over two centuries.”
“Exactly,” he replied. “Which is why war is all you really know.” He turned to the monk. “Sister, why have you left your monastery and set aside your holy duty of prayer?”
“Because this is a time of great crisis for Port Zahir, and we fear for the planet as a whole.” She hesitated, and her serene face tightened a little. “Or so our temporal leader believes, and it is he who has summoned us to the city, just as we are now ordered to summon you to his presence.”
I spread my arms wide. “Hey, slow down. His presence? Are you telling me we need to see God?”
“You do, NJ,” she said, “although He always sees you. But I had a more mundane meaning. My friends, your presence is humbly requested by the Surpassingly Reverend Bishop of Port Zahir. Now!”



— CHAPTER 12 —
The setting was ideal: Temple Bar Coffee House on Fourth Line Road. Deep leather seats, metal table with freshly ground coffee, and cocooned inside a privacy shroud with my companion.
The timing was abysmal. Silky was furious that Sel-en-Sek and I were taking so long. The sailor dropped me off on his way back to HQ, and Silky had warned me that if I didn’t get good intel out of this bishop, then I needn’t bother reporting back. As for my new companion, the big boss of the local Catholics, I was curious why he had summoned me for about two minutes. Then he started talking all this drent about how there is good inside all of us, and it’s bad to shoot bad people even though it feels so right.
“Yeah, yeah,” I interrupted his speech, grabbing firmly onto his wrist just as he reached for his cup. “I don’t mean to be rude, Your Unfeasible Reverendness–”
He laughed. “The title is Surpassingly Reverend Bishop, though I agree, it always sounded overly grand to me. Why don’t you stick to ‘bishop’?”
I shrugged. “The thing is, Your Overly Grand Reverendship, my boss is in a real hurry like, and she only let me stay out to play with you on the condition that I’m ready to leave the moment my lift comes for me. So no metaphysical drent, Bish, just tell me what you have to, and then give me the intel you promised in return. Because when my pickup comes, I go. Understand?”
I gave him credit: this bishop was a regular guy, not like Sister Serenity back at the warehouse, because after a couple of seconds digesting my words, his face lit up with hope. “Does that mean Caccamo is still alive?”
“I don’t know,” I replied. And I didn’t. “They don’t tell me everything, don’t even pay me. Can you believe that?”
It was the bishop’s turn to shrug. “Life’s a pile of steaming drent, NJ. And that’s on a good day. You got to make the most of the hand you’re dealt because there are no re-deals, and the house always wins in the end.”
I grinned. The bishop was all right, just picked the wrong time for a chat with me. “Sounds like you’ve knocked around the galaxy a bit, Your Extreme Reverendness.”
By way of answer he drew back his jacket sleeve and my jaw dropped as he calmly detached his left arm, which came away with a hiss of sealing valves. Then he whacked the artificial limb against his lower left leg which rung like a hollow cylinder.
“Lost them both at the Defense of Hin-Xataji, back in 2651.”
“Hey, I was there too…” I peered at the bishop’s face trying to find something familiar there. It was a big battle, but… My brain didn’t function properly anymore, but I thought I recognized him.
“The heat shunt on my X-Boat overloaded,” said the bishop, “but I was bailing out when it blew so I only lost this pair of limbs. Guess they’re still out there in the void and in better condition now than the rest of me. A squad of Marines was sent off for a search and rescue mission. Although they brought me back to safety, not all of them made it back. When we landed in your transport ship, even though I was struggling to retain consciousness–”
“Even so, you kept just enough energy in reserve to thank each and every one of us before passing out. I remember you. I stayed beside you until the medics came. You were like our little ship rat mascot, brave and cute. But, Bishop, that was many lifetimes ago. A chance encounter. One of those freak coincidences that are bound to happen when you live as long as us.”
“There are no coincidences in God’s plan, Ndeki.”
“You believe that if you want, Bish, but I prefer to believe NJ McCall is in charge of his own destiny. And I’ll thank you to call me NJ or Mr. McCall. Ndeki is something I reserve for people I’ve slept with.”
The bishop laughed. “In that case, I’d think I better call you Mr. McCall… at least for now.” He gave me a saucy wink but I think he was joking. I was never sure with space rat pilots who were mostly crazier than the freakiest aliens, and whose sexual appetites were about the only thing bigger than their egos.
“You do that, Bish. Clock’s ticking. About that intel you promised…”
“Excuse me,” he said, and retracted the privacy shroud. “I’ll get those,” he shouted in the direction of the serving counter.
Two figures turned around. One an old human male walking with the aid of a stick, and the other was a Gliesan, a race of hollow-boned gliders who could swoop soundlessly out of the sky in their stealth suits and slit the throats of unsuspecting enemies before disappearing into the air. This one had its wings folded up inside polished steel casings, so aerial attack was unlikely to be an issue in the noisy confines of Temple Bar Coffee House.
The bishop pushed himself to his feet, using his crystal-topped cane and limped over to the newcomers.
“I thought you had intel for me?” I snarled at him.
“Come with me. You need to meet them.” When I just scowled in response, he added, “It is a part of your intel.”
I did, and stood like a twonk on the edge of the action as the bishop shook the hand of the human man. “Good morning, Godfrey. I hope the leg is not troubling you too much today. I know mine soaks up any dampness in the air and converts it into cramp with such efficiency that I sometimes doubt my faith.” He shrugged. “My leg was blown off in 2651 but that little detail doesn’t stop it from hurting.”
“Ain’t that the truth,” replied Godfrey, who struck me as bemused by the priest against his better judgment. Godfrey would prefer to think of the bishop as his enemy.
The bishop nodded cautiously at the Gliesan. “Szlik-D’Ziah,” he said.
The alien nodded at me. “You hiring dumb muscle now?”
“We are better able to protect ourselves then you imagine, Szlik-D’Ziah. We do not hire mercenaries.”
“But you do look chummy with this fella,” said Godfrey, looking me up and down.
“I’m with Revenge Squad,” I explained.
That brought a reaction all right. Perhaps I should have told them that I ripped babies apart with my bare hands, mixed their flesh with chopped puppies, and sold the result to the coffee house to fill its special meat pies. I’d have gotten a friendlier response if I had.
“I reckon some souls aren’t worth saving,” said Godfrey, giving me the eye.
I stood toe-to-toe and dared him to say that again.
Careful, NJ, Sanaa warned.
Go on, dongwad! Bahati shouted. Spit at NJ. Poke him, push him, you little skangat, and you’ll see what you get.
I sided with Bahati. This Godfrey was old and infirm in his body, but his eyes were screaming a fighting challenge. The Gliesan had disappeared into the crowded room, probably working its way to my rear.
“Two ‘black and spicys’ for my old friends,” said the bishop to the barista. “Zeta Serenity Blend, if you please. I think they need a calming beverage, don’t you?”
The bishop looked on as Godfrey and I glared at each other. If the old man was going to provoke me, he would have done so by now and we all knew it. But I couldn’t back down.
We kept to our stances like statues, an installation of barely repressed violence, until the drinks came, steaming in the fluted cups that seemed all the fashion. The bishop took me by the arm and guided me back to our seats.
“Who the frakk were they?” I asked as soon as we were back inside a privacy shroud.
“Cooperatives.”
No. Didn’t register. “Again, with who the frakk?”
He peered at me. I think he was debating whether I was winding him up or really was as ignorant as I made out.
“You may know their organization as the Cooperative for Equality and Smoothed Prosperity. Some folk call them Levelers. They don’t like the way Klin-Tula works and are gearing up to reshape this world.”
The police captain had warned me about insurrectionists. “You mean they’re traitors. Rebels. We’ve enough trouble with criminals. We should arm every loyal citizen in the city, go door to door and root out these Levelers. Won’t be pretty, but there would be no more traitors.”
The former X-Boat pilot shook his head. “I wish I could believe you were joking, NJ.”
“I’m not. We’re all civilians together now. If you don’t like how things are run, you vote, not plan for insurrection and armed struggle. It’s very simple.”
The bishop looked at me over his coffee. I knew what he was doing: figuring out how to simplify his message to get through to the stupid Marine. Smug veck.
“Society is a complex business,” he said. “Whether an individual is human or alien makes less difference than you may believe. If you believe as I do that human beings are infinitely complex, then adding the additional distinctiveness of aliens makes them no more complex. You cannot expand complexity beyond the already infinite.”
“Don’t get me started on aliens, Bish. And you’ve wandered back onto the metaphysical. We disagree over the Levelers. Get over it and onto the point. How can you help me?”
“I’m not talking random drent, NJ, honestly. Look, we of the Episcopal Alliance are not violent. And those of us skilled at war have disavowed that tendency. However, we have other resources, and I may be able to lend them your way if I thought you were doing good work – and I think you are, although you do not realize. By way of demonstrating my intelligence gathering, I know that you were interviewed by the police. I do not know what was said but I expected Captain Silverberg attempted to co-opt your assistance in exterminating the Levelers. Those who own this city are waking up to the Levelers’ strength and are pulling at every one of their many strings to snuff out this threat to their control. Silverberg dangles on one such thread, and she will seek to control you in turn.”
I shrugged. He might be the bishop of the entire galactic spiral arm for all I cared, but no way was I telling him I was now working for the police. “Okay,” I said, “let’s try out your local knowledge.” I brought up on my Aimee an image of the Pavnix who had called Revenge Squad, and thrust my wrist across the table. “Do you know this alien?”
“I know ser well. Sie is HUB’s second-in-command. Ser name is Xamajeeli-Lek and there is a great deal of good in ser heart. Did you know Pavnix communicate emotional state through color changes in their face?”
“No. Wait, you can tell what it was thinking?”
“What sie was thinking. I can tell you sie was conflicted. I see anger, anxiety and the humiliation of being taken for a sucker like a chuddering first year crècheling with an ass so green you could use it as a card table.”
I glanced at my Aimee. The clock told me we had to accelerate. “Tell me about HUB, Bishop.”
“They are like Revenge Squad but more established locally. In their early years, I spoke many times with Mayrik, the old Marine who set them up. He meant well, but I think prolonged contact with the ugliest parts of society has soured him. The base is in an old ammo dump on the cliffs about eight miles away. The ordnance blew up, hit during the Legion’s invasion, but HUB has patched up the place and brought it back into their use.”
“We should be taking on those Levelers together, not HUB and Revenge Squad fighting each other.”
“Exactly.”
“I mean, we’re… eh? I thought we were all infinitely complex or infinitely good or something, and so shouldn’t fight. To be honest, Bish, I was only really paying attention to the bit where I was a dumb Marine with hatred inked on my heart.”
He reached over and slapped me hard on the side of the head with his false arm. I growled but let it ride. There was probably a stupid law that said you weren’t supposed to hit amputee senior priests.
“Stop wasting time,” he told me. He told me! “The Levelers are good people, for the most part. Same as any other group of individuals. They are right to demand dignity and safety for ordinary folk. Unfortunately, their leaders pervert their message with hatred because they firmly believe that means justify the ends. They do not yet understand that you cannot establish a fair, free, and just society when your heart is filled with evil. They are convinced blood must be spilled to create a better life, just as we in the Legion once believed the same in the cause of freedom. Have you forgotten the rallying cry of the Legion, the words we both cried at Hin-Xataji?
“Freedom can be won!” Even after all these years, the words sounded like a perfectly tuned bell that could ring out across light years and across species boundaries.
The bishop nodded. “The Leveler leaders still heed that call. They believe the fight is not over. I agree with them, but I do not believe in the need for violence.”
My heart was still ringing with the Legion’s rallying call. Such simple words, yet even now they possessed the power to drive me forward that extra hundred yards. Or, in this case, to shake fresh ways of thinking out of my ossified and half-broken Marine brain. “That’s enough philosophy, Bishop. We need to sort this mess out and there are just seven of us Revenge Squad reinforcements. But you can still help there. Look, you want peace between HUB and Revenge Squad, right?”
“Yes.”
“You don’t want the Levelers killed, but you do want them de-fanged?”
“I do.”
“I have a proposal, Bish, but first let me ask a question. You talk about Catholics and this wider Episcopal Alliance. How many of you are there?”
“From the order directly under my command, thirty-five. Of Catholics in my diocese, eight hundred. There are our friends in God with other faiths within the Episcopal Alliance in the region, I suppose.”
“How many in total?”
“Perhaps five thousand. I do not know the exact number.”
“Mader zagh, Bish! That’s nearly a reinforced brigade! Give us your manpower. We have weapons in our armory, Bish. Let us arm your monks and your… worshipers.”
“We are not at war, NJ. We are people of peace, not an army. We will not bear arms for you.”
“Numbers, Bish. I need numbers not aimed fire. Even if you don’t fight, you can make a demonstration, you can feint. Even your Apologizing Monks of St Helena looked threatening enough for me to run away and punch a few on my way out – sorry about breaking your monks, by the way. Imagine if you showed up at the head of a reinforced brigade of ninja monks. Any bad guys seeing that holy army wouldn’t stop to ask first whether you were going to fire your weapons, they would be too busy crapping themselves as they fled.”
He thought it over. He really did, but he’d been too long out the military to see the sense in my plan. “Sorry, NJ. I will not do this.” His gaze flicked over my shoulder. “It’s been a pleasure, Mr. McCall. I hope you stay safe and we meet again.”
He stabbed the button on the table and the privacy shroud retracted. The faces and conversations of our fellow coffee house patrons came into sudden focus from all directions. One voice cut through all the rest, calling to us from the entrance porch.
“Hey, NJ,” Shahdi shouted.
I pretended not to notice and reapplied the shroud.
“Just one more thing,” I said. “Why ask to see me, Bishop? Why not Sel-en-Sek? Why not our commander, Silky? I don’t have God on my side and I don’t pretend to know how this world works, but I was a sergeant in the Marines for a very long time and I know when a man lies to me. You didn’t pick me because we met once. Tell me the truth.”
The Bishop of Port Zahir bowed his head. “All these years and still my pride betrays me. You humble me, NJ, and I hope you will forgive me when I tell you the truth. I know a little of all your backgrounds, but I chose you above all, Ndeki Joshua McCall, because your soul has the most urgent need of saving.”
I banged my fist on the table, spilling coffee out of our cups. The only thing needed saving around here was this frakking priest if he said one more word about my chodding soul.
My hand was about to hit the privacy stud but Shahdi’s beat me to it. Frakk, she was fast!
“Did you learn anything?” she asked eagerly.
I glared at the Bish. “Very little of any use. The Pavnix Chikune showed us is the HUB second in command, name of Xamajeeli-Lek. The bish thinks this Leaky Veck character is nice.”
“Is that all you got?”
“That’s all I got of any use.”
“Then that makes this easy. César won the day.”
She said his name with such relish there was no doubting who featured most in her rack fantasies.
Although Shahdi was too smart to say our destination, given the Bish was there, I had no doubt where we were headed next.
“When?” I asked.
“Right now. I’m your lift, Grandpops. Have you forgotten?” A sly grin slid across her young face. “It’s not far, but do you need to visit the restroom before we go?”
I rolled my eyes. “You see what I have to put up with, Bishop?”
He nodded sagely. “The young have no respect for their elders. It is a universal calamity, against which we are powerless.” He grinned. “Stay safe, NJ, and you too, Miss Mowad. I am sure we will meet again soon. God go with you. Oh, and if you see Cacco, send him my compliments.”
“Cacco?” said Shahdi. “Really?”
For the first time, the bishop looked disappointed with me. “Squadron Leader Caccamo’s call sign. Don’t you even know that?”



— CHAPTER 13 —
God go with you…
The bishop’s words unsettled me. I’d never had much to do with religion. Didn’t like the notion of a deity armed with lightning bolts or whatever they used. That sounds too much like an occupied world quarantined with automated orbital defense platforms: if you’re spotted from space doing something suspicious, death will rain down from the heavens.
Once I got into the passenger seat of the car, which Shahdi explained she had rented, I dismissed the idea. Wasn’t easy but I can purge distractions from my mind so I can concentrate on the mission. I had been improving at such basic mental disciplines over the past few months, although I was nothing like as competent as I had been when younger.
I couldn’t for example, purge my mind of the other thought that was hanging over me like a lingering gas attack. Even a grandpops like me could see that if we lived through our upcoming seaside appointment with HUB, then Shahdi’s idea of a post-action review would involve César and a few hours to enjoy each other on an undisturbed part of the beach.
If Shahdi’s fancy was taken with the bravest, smartest, most loyal and decent man – or whatever format of flesh hooked her heart – then I would be watchful, suspicious, and (at least I’m honest) an imperial pain in the butt.
But this was César. He was altogether different.
I didn’t trust him at all.
“Er… Shahdi?”
Her only response was to narrow her eyes, rev the engine and initiate what a braver passenger than me might tell her was an aggressive overtaking maneuver.
“What?”
I nearly ran from this confrontation and denied I had anything to say. I looked at her: bright, resourceful, pretty, damaged, so young and ever so naïve. She had no one to warn her about César than me. Oh, boy!
“Shahdi, how much experience do you have with – ah – other people?”
“You mean sex?”
“I do. And there’s a reason why I’m asking now.”
Shahdi looked over and shut me down with a glare powerful enough to slice a battleship in two. “I like it dangerous. And that’s my affair. End of.”
I swallowed my replies because my ghosts screamed at me to let Shahdi make her own mistakes. Not Sanaa, though. She had fled into hiding.
“I get that you’re growing up–”
“Have! Have grown up, Grandpa. You might have several centuries on me but I’m still an adult. Don’t you frakking forget it.”
“Yes… But César…”
Oh, boy. I thought I’d seen Shahdi angry before. Turned out I was wrong.
She slammed the car into a 100g deceleration that ended in a long, screaming slide into a parking bay.
“What’s wrong with César?” she said in a voice so quiet I could barely hear over the collision alert horns of passing cars. “He’s infected with the parasite. So are entire brigades of Wolves. Does that make him a freak? You’re hardly one to talk, Mister I-don’t-like-aliens who fell in love with one. How do you enjoy those little tentacles on your wife’s head? Where does she put them when you’re in bed together? Does she–?”
“Okay. Okay, point taken.” I ground my jaw. Shahdi’s words stung me, but I adored her spirit. “Shahdi Mowad, you’ve a mouth like a Marine.”
“I learned to curse on my mother’s knee,” she replied proudly.
She looked away, lost for a moment in memories of her murdered parents. They had been like me, retired Marine-colonists. I don’t doubt they had trained Shahdi in modes of speech she wasn’t taught at school.
She gave in an uncertain smile. “NJ, I’m assuming your ham-fisted warning is just your general purpose protective Grandpa speech. There isn’t something specifically about César I should know, is there?”
I took a deep breath.
Tell her, said Bahati.
She does respect you, said Sanaa. Her words carried the cold weight of loss. Only a few days earlier we had unsealed the long-buried memory of the daughter we had lost. That was still raw for me. I couldn’t imagine the pain Sanaa was going through.
I looked at Shahdi. For all that fiery attitude that shone from her clear eyes, I could see the hollowness within. She wasn’t my daughter, but in the twisted logic of my frakked-up mind, if I held my frayed protective wing over her, then it made the loss of my daughter a tiny bit more bearable, and I honestly thought Shahdi still needed someone to be looking out for her. If I was going to play the pseudo-parent that meant saying things she didn’t want to hear.
“There’s something you should know about César.”
I flinched when I saw the shock on her face, the dismay that the one thing that finally promised happiness was now threatened.
“I’m sorry, but you need to know. César isn’t just large for a Wolf, but he’s given himself away in a host of little details. He was born and trained as a Void Marine, I’m sure of it. His instincts are attuned to zero-g combat, but the only zero-g training Wolves are given is how to puke into a paper bag. As far as I know, the only Wolves raised as something else were Colonel Nhlappo’s foundlings: Romulus and Remus. I don’t know César’s story. My guess is, he’s a deserter.”
She shuddered, but spoke up bravely. “I’m trying to imagine what my parents would say if I brought a boy home and told them he was a deserter. My father would call him scum and shout and scream. My mother wouldn’t say a word, she would just shoot him dead.”
I bit my lower lip. I wondered how Shahdi would react if she ever found out that Silky was also a deserter.
“Let’s not get ahead of ourselves,” I said. “César has a dark secret and he holds it close. But we don’t know what it is, and we don’t know he’s a bad person. All I’m saying is be very careful, Shahdi.”
“I will.” She put a hand on my knee, her jaw grinding loudly. “Thanks, Grandpa.”
I left her to a few moments of contemplation. Then she seemed to come to a conclusion and drove off.
We had reached the outskirts of the city when she reached into a pocket. “I suppose you’ve behaved well enough to give you this,” she said chirpily, and handed over a small data chip. I knew immediately who this was from. The little data store was no bigger than my smallest fingernail. I’m sure they could make it smaller, but fingernail-sized is pushing the envelope for Marine-sized fingers. It was plenty big enough to dump the thoughts of someone’s mind. And that’s a hell of a lot of data.
This was Legion tech, developed during the war. I’d used it myself to deliver and receive reports from scouts and patrols. They didn’t have to explain what they saw; I could see the recording through their own eyes. Even if the soldier was now dead.
On Klin-Tula I had only exchanged recorded sensory data with one individual. Did you notice how I didn’t say person there? We had done it regularly when she acted as my handler on an undercover mission.
“The boss asked me to hand you this,” explained Shahdi. “It’s… Well, she told me it was an update to get you up to speed.”
I frowned. “And you think it’s something different?”
“Mother dog, NJ! She is your wife and we’re about to do something really dangerous. What do you think?”
I held up my hands in surrender. “Let’s stop this before we start talking like idiots. You think this chip contains Silky’s deep thoughts on the eve of battle, and you could be right. She has a habit of going on a bit when she gets emotional, so why don’t you save us both a lot of trouble and tell me what I need to know?”
Shahdi grinned, and then immediately flushed with embarrassment. Hell, I’d never seen her blush before.
I enjoyed the turnaround of her squirming under my gaze for the few seconds until she collected herself, even though I had no idea why she was so affected. “Silky and I went to make the acquaintance of our observers. The gang watching us from across the street were Levelers. We are sure of that. The sniper on the far bank of the canal was a pro. You should be able to identify her easily if you come across her. She wore orange-and brown patterned armor, and had hair the size of a small moon.”
“It’s a city, Shahdi. A lot of people live here and some will have big hair. Also, citizens are permitted to change their clothing.”
“Don’t be cheeky, Grandpa. The sniper’s most distinguishing feature was to be so beautiful that even Chikune admitted she was a handsome woman, and I’ve never met a human as coldly asexual as him.”
I sucked in a breath. A year ago, Chikune’s wife was pushed into drowning herself and one of his daughters was beheaded. He joined Revenge Squad so they would keep his surviving daughter in one of their safe houses. I didn’t like him, but I could understand his coolness. “Was the sniper a Leveler too?” I asked, wanting to take my mind off the topic of dead family.
“It’s easy to assume she was from HUB,” Shahdi answered, oblivious to my grim mood, “but we have no firm evidence. However, from her position and equipment, we think the sniper was watching both us and the Levelers.”
Interesting. It was a clue to what was going on but I didn’t bother to ask Shahdi for more, because I trusted her to explain if there had been anything else I needed. I trusted her blushes too. If they had anything to do with Silky’s recording then I didn’t want to know, at least not until after we had survived our introduction to Port Zahir.
Silky was an empath. I didn’t just see what she saw in her recordings, I felt what she felt. Sometimes she had feelings about me, and I found that too emotionally exhausting to cope with at the moment. If I were killed in the coming hours, at least I wouldn’t have to experience her recording.
I put the chip away safely into my chest pouch and signaled that there had been more than enough talking for one journey by crossing my arms in front of me, and trying to keep my face from looking too grim – although if you’ve got as many scars as me that’s not easy.
Thank fate for Shahdi Mowad. I knew Shahdi well enough to know she felt exactly the same as me. We completed the journey to the coast in an amiable silence.
At least, that’s how Shahdi probably imagined matters were. Inside my head it was more like mob rule. My ghosts were threatening a takeover of my mind, demanding to experience Silky’s recording.
I supposed I could understand. They could no longer see the world for themselves or feel its touch. Being dead is like that. They were hungry for sensation, even alien sensations.
But I was hungry for a respite from this mad world. So I hunkered down in a private compartment of my mind and hid until we rendezvoused with the rest of our Revenge Squad detachment.
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As soon as Chikune reported that he’d disabled the crude HUB monitoring devices on the clifftop, the Revenge Squad motorized relief column (one rental car: unmarked, slow unless Shahdi was driving; one truck: slower, suspension soft over rear axle) sped along the coastal road for a mile before parking up on the grassy headland above the base, which sat in a little bay.
It was a lovely sunny day, and the balance of warm sun and cooling sea breeze, accompanied by the soothing sound of waves washing gently onto the beach, made for a perfect lunchtime combination. Indeed, we’d seen a few other vehicles parked up by the side of the road where there were paths down to the beach.
Instead of deploying picnic blankets and coolers filled with beer, sandwiches, and spicy pies, we came bearing equipment of a more violent kind.
Though, not so much Silky and me, because we needed to travel light.
The HUB base was an old military dump set into a cliff face and expanded and hardened by the Hardit New Order during the war.
There was an opening out onto the beach, but we weren’t ready to go charging in the front door. We knew there were hidden rear exits too, though they would come with guard posts and people with guns.
But Silky thought there was another way.
During the war, the facility was destroyed. Satellite imagery showed scorched rocks had been strewn around the main opening and one shoulder of the cliffside to the bay had completely collapsed. The explosion had also cut deep fissures into the headland above the cliff.
Guess what route we were using to get inside?
When I said fissures, I didn’t mean conveniently sized tunnels or shafts, perhaps with a nice stairwell to ease the descent. The reality was that the shockwave from the wartime explosion had sought out and opened up weak points in the cliff rock to form lengthy, narrow vents.
My former masters had built me to be dropped from orbit – I may have mentioned this fact before. They did not breed me to squeeze through narrow gaps like a rat.
By the time we’d pushed ten meters below the sunshine, the gap through the cliff had darkened so that even my enhanced eyes could barely see. I switched to an infrared view, but that only told me that the rock cooled the farther it was from the sun, and I could work that out for myself.
Twenty meters down and the vent was pitch black, the rock slimier.
Another ten meters and I was trapped, snagged on a lump of rock that pressed against the small of my back, which meant my spine was arched back like a sacrificial victim. I tried to wriggle free, hoping the slime-coated rock would release me. I succeeded only in wedging myself even more firmly.
I closed my eyes, not that that made a lot of difference in the deep dark, and initiated well-used calming mental drills to suppress my rising panic.
They worked. I took my mind away to a safe place. The only problem was that as soon as I brought my focus back to the world around me, I knew I would scream. I was entombed within living rock, certain I would die here. I would like to see you experience that without screaming.
It was about then that my back started to spasm.
Silky was a little lower and to one side of me. She took advantage of her lighter frame to hurry over to my position.
“Close your eyes,” she said, not realizing they were already squeezed shut, and then switched on a light. She took a second to assess my predicament before adding, “Keep calm. I’ll free you.”
She climbed up above me and then dangled herself upside down. My back was stuck fast but my head had a little free play and she leaned her head tentacles over me from above. I felt a little prickling in my scalp and then she calmed me. That was it. One moment I was on the verge of panic, and the next I was as calm as a picnicker. Amazingly, the spasm in my back stopped because I knew she would save me. I just knew it like I knew the sun would rise the next day… or, at least, it would for those not buried underground.
Then she used a laser cutter to slice the rock from behind my back. I could feel the heat and hear the rock protesting its dismemberment. One slab of stone clattered down the fissure and out of our hearing, but she managed to remove the other rock fragments silently and slip them into her backpack.
I could never have made the descent without her and kept my sanity, but with Silky at my side I endured an endless succession of cramped gaps and squeezed through abyssal holes never knowing whether the darkness beyond hid another segment of our complex path down, or the narrow point that would trap me, perhaps forever. Several times, I had to extricate myself and try a different route down, but persistence revealed solutions to the obstacles that we tackled as we encountered them: one at a time.
After one particularly long drop, I scouted for the next way down and realized that my boots were on a flat surface dug by tunnel engineers. We were in!
A light figure dropped to her feet alongside me. “Remember, NJ, we’re here to locate our missing Revenge Squad colleagues, and not to hit people. Understand?”
I frowned. What was I to her? A dumbwad little child? Then her amusement tickled my head. The stupid alien was teasing me.
“Quit fooling around,” I told her. “Douse your flashlight and follow me closely.”
The passageway was unlit but a dull gleam came to us in the distance. We didn’t know what sensor systems HUB had installed, but avoiding shining our lights seemed a good idea, and I had the advantage that the infra-red sensors in my eyes allowed me to dimly make out our surroundings.
The passage was narrow here because a section of wall had fallen out to form a ledge that almost blocked the way. Once we were beyond, the going would be much better.
I felt Silky’s tap on my shoulder to indicate she was ready to follow me.
I headed off in search of the light.
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We encountered small, empty rooms and narrow, winding passageways. It could take days to search the entire base, but we had supplies to keep us going that long if we needed them. It wasn’t our supply state that began to bug me, but something else I hadn’t considered before. My experience of warfare had been inside combat armor. Spending up to weeks at a time with a pipe up my ass and a tube over my penis doesn’t sound dignified, now that I’m settled into the kind of comfy civilian lifestyle I’ve been describing, but carrying your personal bathroom into battle with you is undoubtedly a convenience.
Then we struck lucky. We burst into a room the same dimensions as the others, but the way it was kitted out made me think it was a control room for this area of the facility. There were low tables, couches and chairs with holes cut out of the backs that led to padded flaps, perfect for the Hardits who had annexed this planet to rest their monkey tails. There was even a food dispenser, powered but empty. The writing on it was in Hardit script. Probably dispensed raw meat. Human flesh, possibly, if the stories of the Hardit New Order occupation were true.
Luckily the Hardits hadn’t frakked with the information console that Silky was starting up. It looked to be the imperial standard model that had been commonplace on a hundred worlds since the days when Homo sapiens was still the annoying baby cousin of Homo neanderthalensis.
I let Silky get on with it. She was the infiltration specialist after all. Within seconds she was shizzing her way through screens of alien script.
“What are the chances of you tipping off the HUB people?” I asked. It felt disloyal but you have to ask the dumb questions sometimes.
“Low,” she replied.
“Just checking. Can you bring up live security footage?”
“That’s what I am doing! Shut up and guard the door.”
“No. If someone walks in, we’re screwed anyway. Better I see what you see. My interpretation could be important.”
“Fine, but stop asking dumb questions.”
“Ma’am, yes, Ma’am General Silky.”
She kicked me in the shin, and then shouted excitedly: “Got it!”
She pivoted up a screen set into the equipment console. It showed an image of an empty room identical to the ones we had just seen. But Silky insisted this was live footage.
“Does this mean they’ve been watching us all the way here?” I asked.
“Negative, the camera network is small and clustered around the main loading bay. The HUB base is like a Dark Age village squatting in the ruins of a fallen civilization. Most of the original facility has been abandoned to the rats.”
“Can we see the loading bay?”
She brought up an overhead view of a large, rectangular area. This was the main ammunition loading bay from which a labyrinth of much smaller tunnels and storage rooms spread deep into the cliff. The place was a wreck, with sand blowing in from the opening to the beach, rockfalls and debris everywhere. But there was organization in the crude defensive walls built from the rubble, and there were people. HUB people, I assumed. No one who looked like a prisoner.
Silky showed me how to change the display and left me to it while she got down on the floor and started to work her way into the innards of the equipment bank, mumbling something about piggy backing the local comms network to get a secure signal out to the team up top.
I left her doing her tech-spy stuff and moved on to another feed, and immediately blinked in bewilderment. It was another sector control room with the same empty food dispenser, empty tables, and an imperial standard equipment console. The only difference was that at this console sat a bored looking man who, frankly, could have done with washing his hair.
Given the way his eyes widened and jaw dropped open, something had cured his boredom. He looked up at the camera mounted at the top of the console, which made his eyes look as if they were staring out of the screen in our room. At me.
I raised my eyes and stared into our own camera that I hadn’t realized was there.
“Holy wixering chodder,” I cried, and shattered the lens with my fist.
“Horden’s buttocks!” agreed a muffled voice from the ground.
“Horden’s…? Seriously, Silky, we’re going to have to work on your language skills.” An alarm sounded in the distance. “Later,” I added.
We fled back toward our ingress point.
The alarm was distant, but the sound of pounding footsteps was much closer, and I heard a motorized vehicle headed our way from the central part of the base.
I thought we might make it, but a few hundred meters from our fissure, we heard voices from ahead. Close and getting closer.
“I’ve an idea,” I said.
“Better be a good one.”
“You’re not going to like it.”
“NJ, I trust you.”
“Really?”
“Yes, really.”
Hmm. I wasn’t sure about that but I made my move, grabbing her and scooping her under one arm while barely missing a step.
I’ve heard people say that underneath all our powered armor, Marines are such reedy lightweights that we need mechanical assistance to lift our coffee cups to our lips.
Not true.
I led a heavy weapons section for many years. How do you think we moved our heavy gear across the battlefield? By post? I imagined Silky was the barrel of a disassembled GX-Cannon under my arm and ran like we were back on Owuke-4 shifting to a new firing position to pound the Hardit redoubts at the Siege of Camulodunum.
“If they hear only one pair of footsteps,” I explained, “they won’t know you’re here. The camera saw me and not you.”
Me and my big mouth. She’d trusted me implicitly… right up until the moment I’d explained what I was up to.
“I’m not leaving you, NJ.”
“We’ve no choice. They’re too close. For us both to clamber back up the fissure is one helluva challenge, but to do it before the sentries find us is impossible.”
“We face our fate together.”
“No, Silky. You told me when we first met that Kurlei women have to obey their husbands. Well, it was your stupid decision to marry me – I wasn’t even consulted – but as your husband I’m ordering you to leave me behind.”
“Oh, now you remember we’re married! You don’t get to order me to do anything. I told you that civilian Kurlei females have to follow their males. I meant that we cannot abandon you, no matter how much you deserve it. I can only leave you when I’m ready to kill you, and that requires major hormonal changes we don’t have time for.”
Luckily we had reached the rockfalls close to our fissure and I had stopped to clamber over a boulder. I was never much good at marital conversations, and to conduct one with my partner under one arm and running for my life was not something even the good Sergeant Fofana had trained me for.
You dumb lunk, observed Sanaa. Don’t let her talk to you like that. Explain that she wouldn’t be abandoning you.
I was back on the flat and sprinting the final section, still carrying Silky under one arm. It would be so much easier if Sanaa and Silky could have this discussion between themselves while I got on with the running away business, but we didn’t have time to connect the mind-link cable. “I’m not… not asking you to abandon me,” I panted.
Finally, we were there. I flung Silky onto the rock ledge near our exit point and elaborated. “I’m telling you to go get help. I’ll wait here and let them capture me. They don’t know you’re here.”
“What if they shoot you?”
I shook my head. “They won’t shoot me, I swear. I’ve got a lovely smile and they would never shoot a face like mine.”
I demonstrated my sweetest smile. She peered at me through eyes so narrowed she probably couldn’t see me in the glow of her flashlight. She switched it off. “Really?” she said, shrugging. “I suppose you know your species better than I do.”
“I promise, now let me lift you up into the gap.”
But she shook her head. “I can’t do it,” she squealed. “I can’t leave you. I’m sorry.”
“Yes, you frakking well can. I’m too fat to get up and you know it.”
I half-expected her to argue. She didn’t. Instead, she head-butted me, and I didn’t expect that at all. The movement wasn’t to hurt but to thrust me inside the cool protuberances on her head so I could feel her emotions full blast. How she felt about me. Hoo, boy! I wouldn’t call it love – not in a human sense – but there was an imperative need to reunite with me that burned inside her like nuclear fire. Without me, she would be incomplete. Dumb alien!
I should have let her go, but I couldn’t. Not yet. Instead, I burrowed my head into her head lumps, which added another zero onto the end of the emotional intensity I was soaking up.
I was so stunned by the strength of her feeling, that I’d hoisted her up through the ceiling and she was out of sight before I came to my senses.
I’d had nothing but grief since I’d taken Silky in a long year ago, but it felt good to be appreciated.
“Wow,” I whispered, still in a daze. “Those tentacle things are awesome. It’s about time I gave them a better name.”
Sanaa laughed.
What’s so funny?
Your timing is as bad as ever, Ndeki. Right to the end, and it looks like this is the end.
Shut up.
Cheer up, she said. Seriously, I’m glad you once again have dreams to be shattered, and people to fight for. It’s better to end this way than to slowly rot away on your farm. And that would have been your fate if not for her.
That’s pretty skewed thinking, Sanaa. But it makes a sick kind of sense.
Of course. She hesitated. Bahati is struggling to come to terms with dying again, but I know she feels the same way.
I took a deep breath. Thank you for keeping me sane, all of you. Appreciate it. Now keep my frakking head clear. You might have given me up for dead but I still plan on staying alive. I have to. Otherwise I’ll never know what Silky calls her head things.
I slapped my forehead. Hard. I didn’t have time for this crap. I needed my firefight face on.
The voices were seconds away from my position, so I took the only option. I lay flat on the rocky ledge and drew my pistol.
It was a low-tech civilian piece that fired chemically propelled ceramalloy slugs. With low power, limited range, hope-for-the-best accuracy, and zero armor-piercing capability, compared with the mil-spec guns I was used to, it had the stopping power of a hesitant gnat.
Nonetheless, my toy gun should be more than enough to make a ragged mess out of an unarmored person at point blank range.
I flattened myself into the rock as I watched them pass me. There were three and moving swiftly. Only three! I could take them out and climb back up to Silky. Or better still, kill this group and then lead those who followed away from Silky’s egress point.
Once they’d passed, I shuffled forward to get a clear view. Unsportingly, they didn’t wear uniforms to identify who they were, but their guns were just pistols, and the clothing was too civilian and not showy enough to be mercenaries. I was sure these were Levelers rather than HUB people.
I picked the one in the middle, aimed, and pulled gently on the trigger.
Nothing.
Not again!
Shoot or Silky dies, I told myself, but I knew immediately that no amount of admonishment would do any good.
“Damn!”
The three Levelers snapped around at my cry. Before they had aimed their pistols and flashlights at me, I had thrown my gun down in abject disgust.
Rush them, urged Bahati in clouds of red mist.
No! Here’s your Plan B, said Efia. Think! Who’s to say the Levelers are in the wrong?
“I can’t do it,” I said aloud, understanding Efia’s hints for once. If I joined the Levelers, they wouldn’t kill me. “I had you all in my sights. Could have taken you out easily.”
“But you didn’t,” said one of the Levelers, advancing with his gun aimed at my head until he was confident he couldn’t miss. Horden’s Helmet! The guy must be blind.
“Why didn’t you?” said another.
Well, thank the stars one of them was curious.
“You’re Levelers, aren’t you?” I said.
They looked a little shifty. If I were wondering around in an armed group of social revolutionaries in the headquarters of money-loving mercenaries, that’s how I would look.
“What if we were part of the movement?” enquired the second Leveler.
I rolled my eyes as if I were disappointed with this stupidity. “I’m an ex-soldier, abandoned here after three centuries of service. I have no home, no money. I have a job of sorts but the bastards don’t even pay me. They just give me scraps of food and shelter, and expect me to be grateful. And guess who got sent to scout out this place? I’m with you brothers. I want to join the Levelers.”
“Those vecks who treat you so bad – who are they?”
“We are the replacements who were on our way to the city before this situation blew up.”
“You mean you’re Revenge Squad?”
“Yes.”
“Thought so,” said a new voice from behind.
Before I could roll away, I felt the gun barrel against the small of my back, and heard the three vecks in front of me snorting with laughter. They didn’t seem to notice the handful of stones clattering down onto the ledge from the fissure overhead.
“Cross your hands behind your back,” said the woman behind me, “and maybe you’ll live a little longer.”
I complied.
My face was crushed against the rock. I used the privacy this afforded me to grin. The Levelers seemed very pleased with themselves, which was a good thing because they showed no sign of pressing on to search for Silky. The more of their attention I consumed, the better her chances of escape.
When my captor had done cuffing me, she rolled me off the rock. I had planned to grunt with pain when I fell onto the rock-strewn ground below. As it was, I didn’t have to fake it because I cracked a rib against a rock.
I was hauled to my feet and marched away.
Other than the pain in my rib – which was bearable so I downgraded the break diagnosis to a bad bruise – this wasn’t so bad. With me cuffed they didn’t see me as a threat.
Nice Plan B, Efia, I told my ghost of Lance Corporal Jalloh. I didn’t get knocked out this time, not even shot with a tranq dart. Makes a nice change.
I should have known better. A few moments later, the vehicles we’d heard earlier pulled up. More Levelers spilled out of the miniature trucks. Where were all the HUB people? But before I could figure that out, my original captors tripped me up and began kicking me as I sprawled on the ground. I stayed down. The newcomers hurried over to join in the fun.
I seriously hoped that Silky had gotten away, because if she hadn’t I was going to have stern words with my sort-of-wife for making me put up with this unending rain of kicks and punches for no good reason. Then one of the jumped up vecks found a metal bar and thought it would be fun to hit me with it. My pain shunts hadn’t worked for years and I was too old to be taking this kind of punishment. I couldn’t switch the pain off, so I did the next best thing. I folded my consciousness away and placed it in a safe place for later. From a deep bunker inside my mind, huddled with my ghosts, I observed my own beating.
If I’d known it was coming, I would have laid on popcorn, pizza and beers, because the entertainment I was putting on for the Levelers went on for a very long time.



— CHAPTER 16 —
Back in the real world, something had changed.
I extended my senses out from my mental bunker. The beating had stopped and I was being dragged along a dark passageway.
I emerged into a body seething with pain but which appeared broadly functional. It might not stay that way for much longer, and that thought fueled a burning need to see Silky again.
Letting out a long groan, I clutched at my chest. They ignored me.
I put my hand to my neck and gave them a groan of pain, which they also ignored.
Then I inserted the memory chip I’d palmed from my chest pouch into the port in my neck and I ignored them as I settled back to experience Silky’s report that Shahdi had handed me in the car.
Full sensory memory recordings are not a gentle experience. They drive about ten percent of people insane when they first experience one, and there’s no way to tell if you’re in the safe 90% until you try. The Legion kept developing the technology though, because a scout’s report is so much more valuable if you can see what they saw through their eyes, free of their interpretation. Infinitely more so if the scout never made it back alive to report.
I shuddered at the memory of reports made by my dead soldiers.
To start with, being inside someone else’s memory is unsettling. I’ve thrown myself out of orbit wearing little more than blast shielding, and pummeled through atmosphere thick with aerial mines, incoming fire, and enemy attack drones, but in comparison with a memory recording, that’s sitting on a comfy armchair bolted to the ground floor of a safehouse in a geologically inactive area, and with the floors piled high with the hides of fluffy kittens and soft wool lambs.
For me, the worst part is the shattering realization that your comrade, who you thought sees, talks, and thinks like you, doesn’t do anything of the sort. We each exist in an independent interpretation of the universe, and those interpretations vary radically. Memory recordings are like burrowing through reality into a parallel dimension where the laws of nature are profoundly different, and you have to fight hard against the conviction that it is your perception of reality that marks you out as the visiting freak from bizarro-world.
Yep, we are all aliens to each other. I’d like to buy evolution a drink one day and congratulate it on the illusion of kinship it spins to fool us into co-operation.
Then there’s Silky. If I patted evolution on the back for creating her, it would look up from its drink and shake its head. No, mate. She’s not one of mine.
You’d think that slipping into the mind of an alien species would drive anyone absolutely woofing mad. Not with Silky, though. At least, not for me, and I suspected that if anyone else inserted this chip into their neck, the psychic shock would kill them. As I settled into Silky-World, her mind felt hot and stable, like baking desert sands on a windless day, and there was a sense of connection like an eight-lane military highway, that this intimate link was unique to Silky and myself.
Unlike the battlefield recordings I had experienced from human legionaries, I also felt Silky’s presence, her thoughts and emotions. It wasn’t as strong as when we linked our brains via cable, but it was almost as if Silky were there with me: a conversation and not just a monologue report.
As she waited for me to attune to my new mental location, I felt her easy familiarity with authority – she had been an officer in the war – mixed with a kind of imposter syndrome that told her she wasn’t fit to lick the dirt from our boots. I understood why. Silky was a deserter.
She cleared her throat and began. “This is a briefing prepared by Assistant Squad Leader Sylk-Peddembal for Acting Unpaid Auxiliary Troublemaking Cantankerous old Dweezer, NJ McCall.”
I laughed. We had only linked minds a handful of times, but every time Silky revealed more of a playful side to her nature that I never saw in real life. I liked it.
“Hello, Ndeki,” she said, and I could feel the human-like smile behind her words of welcome. “Here’s the summary in case you’re in a hurry. We flushed out our observers without taking casualties. The team were from the Levelers, and we think the lone sniper from HUB. Both were keeping our HQ under observation, but we suspect the HUB observer was also keeping eyes and ears on the Leveler team without their knowledge. I can’t be certain, but I think Caccamo and our missing comrades are still alive and maybe held at the HUB base. We don’t understand the connection between HUB and the Levelers, but it’s time we found out and so we’re headed there without delay. Nolog-Ndacu thinks he’s found a secret way in, and you’re going to take it and go do some recon.” I felt her hesitation. “I don’t think you’ll like our route much, but I’ll be with you every inch of the descent.”
“You’re right there,” I whispered, “on both counts.”
“I’ll speak to you in person when we arrive. As you hear my words, Mowad should be driving you there, so you should have time for my edited memories. You might learn something you ought to know.”
The sense of heat dipped suddenly, as if the night had come abruptly to the desert sands of her mind. Then the warmth flooded back.
Uncertainty, said Bahati. That’s what you experienced. She’s going to tell you something she isn’t sure you want to hear.
Oh, you’re here too, are you? I didn’t think you liked Silky. At least, that’s what you tell yourself.
I don’t. I can’t. She’s alive, and however hard I try to move on, I can’t forgive her for that. Not yet.
I understood. Dear Bahati. Whether I was happy, enraged, or in love, if I felt emotions then the ghost of Lance Corporal Bahati Chahine would be there with me. I make her sound like a psychic vampire, but it was her way of looking out for me, just as she had done in life.
Sit with me, I asked her. Watch with me? I don’t want to be alone.
My dead wife said nothing, but as Silky’s vague and bewildering mindscape hardened into the sights, sounds and odors of her memories, I felt an ephemeral presence beside me. I tried to put an arm around Bahati, but her form was too insubstantial. Still, I felt her nourishing presence and was glad to have her with me.
I jerked in shock when violent motion erupted around me.
“Don’t move!” screamed Shahdi.
“Stay where you are!” boomed Nolog in a rumble so deep it seemed to emanate from below the planet’s crust.
Silky was ninja quiet, skipping gracefully around the two unarmed men before ramming her gun into the gut of the only one who was armed.
I looked down at her barrel and saw it was a flenser gun. Inaccurate and low fire-rate, but when those flenser rounds opened up inside flesh, the results were horrific.
Not only did the man’s wide eyes betray his fear, but his mind broadcast his terror into Silky’s head lumps. As humans, we’ve all kidded ourselves that we can sense what someone else is thinking, but in truth all we do is infer. Not so with the Kurlei, who evolved an organ of empathy and limited telepaths to confuse their prey before they strike. When I say Silky felt the man’s fear, I meant I was sensing it via an organ humans don’t have. I looked inside this man’s head and felt simultaneously godlike and disgusted with my own deviancy. I knew I wanted to feel this power again.
The target knew nothing of my presence. He squatted down slowly, and deposited his carbine on the floor, followed by the cigarette he’d been smoking.
Silky still hadn’t said a word.
I whooped. Go, girl!
I imagined I felt her irritation at what she would think of as a patronizing tone. Well, nuts to that. I was proud of her and I’d say it however I wanted in the privacy of my own mind.
Hey, I’m here too, Bahati reminded me.
Sorry, my sweet.
Back in the recording, the prisoners had been secured but were refusing to answer Silky’s questions. A visual check of the room revealed little. It was on a floor of an office block that looked as if it had never been let out. There were inflatable chairs, a coffee maker, litter in one corner, and tripod-mounted binoculars trained on Revenge Squad HQ.
But my girl had her special ability, and I was fascinated to finally see it in action.
With Shahdi covering the prisoners with her carbine, the rocky outcrop that was Nolog-Ndacu pinned the arms behind each one in turn and thrust them toward Silky who would then lean into them from the side. Alien, tentacle-topped head touched human, and once she had eased into the contours of their mind, she repeated her questions.
After the exhilaration of feeding on the man’s fear when she burst into the room. The results were disappointingly inconclusive.
Fear isn’t just strong, said Bahati, it’s infectious. Even on Earth, alarm calls transcend species boundaries.
I frowned. Isn’t that the kind of thing Efia normally tells me? Maybe Sanaa?
She didn’t say anything but Bahati radiated guilt at near-lethal levels. I needed to be with you, she said cautiously.
I let it drop. I didn’t fully understand how my ghosts worked, but I guessed that as my most recently deceased wife, she’d pulled rank and taken the condemned man’s watch. My first wife was still not fully over the emotional trauma she’d experienced before we left Tata-West.
The recording of the interrogation was not over. We had underestimated Silky, who issued orders to her team.
“Nolog-Ndacu, guard them. Mowad, strip them.”
Poor Shahdi. She blinked. “Strip them? All the way?”
Silky had been reaching for something in her jacket, but she jerked in response to Mowad’s hesitation and blinked herself. “Yes, of course. Naked. Nude. No clothing, jewelry or footwear. Is there…?”
I could feel the memory of what Silky had been about to say – to question whether there was a language problem – but I also felt Silky’s own embarrassment for not understanding Shahdi’s reticence. “Forgive me. I forget you are at peak mating age and your biology has been optimized to increase your rate of reproduction. Are you able to follow your orders without being compromised by your sexual impulses?”
I winced. Shahdi was not going to like that!
By way of answer, Shahdi set to work. “Not gonna be a problem, ma’am.” She drew a knife and sliced their clothing away double quick and in a hurry like, only pausing when Silky drew the hypo-gun from her jacket and injected all three prisoners in the neck.
“It’s a euphoric,” Silky explained. “They will be excitable and eager to please.”
Yeah, about that eagerness. Now they were naked, I recognized these men, and their regimental ink. They were the three guys in the police station house, minus the decoration: ribbons that I realized were still in Silky’s jacket.
“Smart move,” I told Silky. “No one will believe what these guys say, and by the time they get out of jail, this business will be over. One way or another.”
I imagined Silky saying, “Thank you.”
I wasn’t so convinced Silky was being smart about Shahdi. The men were naked except for socks and boots that they were removing themselves. Shahdi appeared to be embarrassed about being embarrassed, because she was going out of her way not to look at the men’s genitals.
“If she can’t carry out such a simple task, I’m not sure if Mowad is suitable for active duty,” Silky mused. “Is she a sex obsessive?”
“No,” I answered. “Shahdi’s just… innocent.” It wasn’t difficult to see why. Her Marine parents were so protective, and so heavily armed, that if anyone of Shahdi’s age had taken a shine to her while growing up, they would have kept very quiet.
Silky wasn’t satisfied. “I have noticed the excessive attention she pretends not to pay to the young Wolf male, César. He is only a little older. Is he similarly innocent?”
“No he frakking well is not. I don’t trust him.”
“But he can cure her of this innocence.”
“Oh, yeah. He’d love that. There’s a right way and a wrong way to lose your innocence, and César is the wrong way.”
Silky turned and gave me an angry glare full in the face. Her eyes were black and set in deep black orbs, so I guess I was getting her anger broadcast direct from source rather than seeing it in her face.
“You are overprotective,” she said. “I think I understand why, but Shahdi won’t thank you for it and neither will I. What’s more, if you’re obsessively trying to protect innocents rather than follow orders, that makes you a liability too.”
“Well, you’re half right,” I admitted, “I spoke with Shahdi and she didn’t take too well to my interference at first, but I had to say something about César and did. She’s mature enough to appreciate my efforts, however clumsy. I hope she is… anyway…”
I ground to a halt, staring at Silky who had frozen with a look of confusion written on her face.
“Okay, what’s going on here?” I demanded. “How am I having a conversation with you?” I thought through the possibilities. “Are you an AI construct encoded with Silky’s personality and embedded in the recording?”
“No,” she replied, unfreezing and taking a few steps toward me. “That is a very interesting idea, though.”
“Then what’s happening?”
She sighed. “You do realize you’re not actually talking with me, don’t you? I’m only a dumb recording. There’s just you and the ghosts in your head.”
I considered the implications. “That’s not a good sign.”
“Perhaps not. Talking to yourself has an undeservedly bad reputation. There are plenty of insights and memories stashed in your subconscious that your conscious mind cannot readily access. Some could be vital.”
“So, you’re saying if I look deeply enough into my mind, I can draw out the hidden knowledge to build a high velocity railgun out of rat feces, dust, and my boot laces?”
“Ndeki, you’re not taking this seriously. Look, you plugged me into your neck because you wanted to be close to Silky.”
I nodded.
“Then make the most of this. Face facts, Marine, it’s probably your last chance to be with her. Even if some of this is real and some not, do you really want to see the joins between the two?”
I scowled, but I felt like a petulant crècheling doing so.
“Shall I continue?”
“Go on,” I said.
She gave me an encouraging smile and returned to the interrogation, repeating the procedure of a few minutes earlier, but this time when she eased her awareness into the minds of the prisoners, they embraced her presence as if reuniting with a distant lover. It wasn’t like the mind link to me through the cable that allowed words to be spoken, but she could feel the truth in the answers they gave to her questions.
They were part of the Levelers, which I’d already guessed. Caccamo and the others might still be alive, imprisoned at HUB’s base. Or they might not. Silky had overdone the dosage, and the prisoners had flipped from resisting her probing questions to telling her whatever they thought she wanted to hear. Silky put the chances of Caccamo being alive at the HUB base at a little more than fifty-fifty. But that was too much to ignore.
She advised Chikune over the comm net to stop what he was doing and investigate the other observer, the sniper on the far side of the canal.
Then Silky tapped Nolog-Ndacu on his shoulder and explained her next step. “I believe public nudity offends humans for some reason, though I do not understand why they should be so ashamed of their bodies. They are not to blame for the unfortunate way evolution has shaped them.”
“I understand,” said the big alien. One by one he smacked each of the prisoners on the back of the head. “Disgusting perverts. I hope the police arrest you.”
He was smart, Nolog.
So was Silky, I realized that with a start when a feeling of playfulness came over her. The little terror! Silky wanted me to hear this, to feel what she did. Minx!
“I do not like the male genitals of your species,” she said. I couldn’t tell any more whether this was a memory of something she’d said in the real world, or thoughts she added later. Either way I knew she was addressing me. “These things look unlovely and unfinished. But we can fix that.” Sure enough, out came the ribbons she’d bought to tie around the base of her head lumps. She tied them instead to the root of the prisoners’ genitals in elegant little knots. “There,” she said, “that is a slight improvement.”
Shahdi giggled, and from my distant vantage point I joined with a chortle of my own. There had been so much death and despair in my life – in Silky and Shahdi’s too. It pleased me no end to see this frisky side to them.
I felt Silky redirect the full glare of her curiosity on me. She had never looked at me like that before. I hadn’t realized she could. “Perhaps even you could benefit from a ribbon and the application of a little make up.”
I know I wasn’t really there but that proved no defense, and I squirmed in embarrassment. For months I had known of Silky’s obsessive compulsion to be with me, but she’d never revealed sexual curiosity.
I scrambled to my feet. I wanted out.
Before the true horror of Silky’s sudden interest wormed into my brain, she wiped it away. I saw from the inside as Silky shrugged away those feelings and replaced them with her natural emotional state: a resigned acceptance of perpetual disappointment. Aching loneliness too. She might have imprinted upon me like a hatchling, but I obviously didn’t make her remotely happy.
“It is of no consequence,” she said mournfully. “My curiosity about humans was quenched after the events of Tata-West Province.”
“What do you mean?” I asked. “What events?”
But I wasn’t in control of this experience. I was back into a one-way recording, hearing through Silky’s ears as Chikune reported back that he’d driven away the sniper. I didn’t care about that slimy veck. I wanted to feel Silky’s playful side again.
“What did I do wrong in Tata?” I asked.
Plenty, Bahati answered, but you did right by Silky. More or less. Sanaa likes her. Maybe the Sarge too.
But she doesn’t deserve you. You’re lonely, NJ. We all know it. Don’t let her invade the space in your heart.
I recalled, Corporal Xeene, the old Wolf woman back at the Revenge Squad training camp in Tata-West. She had warned me that Kurlei are adept at taking over a person’s soul and ripping them apart from the inside.
I think Xeene was speaking from experience, said Bahati.
Aliens. I always said I was fine with aliens, so long as they don’t come anywhere near me. Or drop bombs. The simplest philosophies are the most robust and maybe I should have stuck with that. What do you say, Sarge? Or you, Efia? Any wisdom to add? Especially you, Sarge, You always had the philosophy that the best kind of alien was one blasted into a thousand pieces.
Grow up, boy, thundered the Sarge. That’s because we were at war. The Human Legion only succeeded as much as it did because it expanded what it meant to be human to include all the dispossessed and downtrodden in the Empire, whatever the species. The Kurlei are legally human. And what’s more, as your senior NCO, it falls to me to speak the obvious truth. You connected with Sanaa when you were still young. Spent most of your lives together, and in that you were unbelievably fortunate. Since she died you’ve never been able to trust your heart.
Bahati’s anger burned like a plasma flume. Hey, what are you saying?
The truth, Lance
Corporal Chahine.
I’m not saying NJ didn’t love you truly because I believe he did. But his emotions were volatile before and during your marriage. And since your death he has been a mess.
I interrupted. The point please, Sarge.
The truth, boy, is that you are such an emotional basket case that you would be hopelessly out of your depth in an emotional relationship with another human. It is not her alien nature that makes this impossible, it is your–
My demons. Got it.
No, you haven’t. I can feel your thoughts remember. Take on board General McEwan’s idea and expand your definition of human. She’s very human in the wider sense, more than we ghosts are.
Hey! cried Bahati, the loudest voice in a chorus of protesting ghosts.
Well, it’s true, answered the Sarge. She’s a member of your unit, NJ. One you’re fond of, and that’s all she needs to be. Tell, me, NJ, do you trust her to have your back?
Yes.
And do you have hers?
Yes.
I can’t hear you!
Yes, Sergeant!
Then get to it.
I rose to my feet. I couldn’t do this, but neither could I let down the Sarge. I’d heard people on Earth say they had a special link to their mother. I never knew mine. For me it was my first sergeant.
The memory recording had ended, frozen at the point the naked prisoners were about to be escorted from the room and dumped near the station house.
“Please, Silky. I want the playful you back. Don’t leave me like this.”
I felt her disdain.
Do this right, shouted the Sarge. I always knew you could be a drellock, but never a coward.
I took a deep breath, and pretended to be Bahati, because she was the one in touch with her emotions and all that drent. How would she phrase what I felt? “Let me help you, Silky. I want to banish your loneliness, to illuminate the darkness in your heart with the light of my love.”
There. I’d said it. I hoped the Sarge was proud.
Silky’s image was still frozen, with her back half-turned to me, but she answered all the same.
“People died in Tata-West. A lot of people due to a vendetta between two men. Two human men. Magenta was one victim of this petty war, and I know you were fond of her. Why did she have to die?”
“Human territorial dispute. We get ugly.”
“Territory! How dare you?” The room heated up. This wasn’t the warmth of desert sands, but the angry heat of a furnace. “Two males fought over the affections of a woman,” shouted Silky. Her image was moving now, shaking with rage. “They went to war to possess her, and they continued that war after she was dead.”
“It could have been another issue between them.”
“But it was not.”
The furnace burned hotter. My skin burned and peeled.
“Women fight over men too,” I replied. “Men can fight over the affections of other men.”
“I don’t care about gender, Ndeki. The individuals of your species are all aliens to me, and it is the actions of your species, not your gender, that fills me with disdain. Tell me truthfully now. Have you ever fought over a woman?”
“Feel my brain, Silky. No.” Hnnnn. I collapsed to my knees, the liquid in my eyes boiling and my hair igniting. I forced a string of words out through lips that had caught fire. “I have never fought another man, or woman, for possession of a woman, or to monopolize her affections or deny her right to choose another over me.”
I felt her pull at my memories. The fire rose to a new inferno of intensity, and then was gone. A calming light breeze pacified the room, healing my burns.
“I was fortunate to have selected in you one of the better examples of your species,” she said. “Though that is a comparison against an extremely low quality threshold.”
Right on cue, Bahati popped up with a quip. Just as well she never asked if you’d fought over a man.
Shut up, I said, kicking her. But my foot went through her and Silky didn’t show any signs that she knew Bahati was with us.
“Know this,” said Silky, the anger rising in her again. “I am not a moon, or a fuel dump, or your Sijambo Farm. I am not a resource to be fought over and possessed. And though I am female, I am not a woman. If you truly mean your words, you will have to accept me on my own terms for who I am. I’ve tried to make myself resemble a human female, but I have reached my limit. Now it is your turn to adapt who you are. Will you do so?”
NJ! Bahati poked me in the ribs.
For frakk’s sake! What now?
Ndeki, please be careful. If Xeene was right, this is exactly what Kurlei do. Get inside your heart and play with you before ripping it apart. She’s an empath predator. It’s what evolution has honed her to do well.
You’re talking drent. I think she’s genuine.
And I think she’s an alien. How the hell can any of us really know how an alien thinks?
I returned my attention to Silky but… she had vanished!
“No! No, don’t go! Don’t go!”
Look what you’ve done, I shouted at Bahati, but she had left me too.
Real life began to leak back in. The bruising. The uncaring hardness of the floor I was sprawled across.
“Don’t go?” said a man’s voice. “They’ve never said that before.” He laughed, and it was the kind of humor that drew strength from someone else’s pain.
I looked into the countenance of a man whose face was covered in tattoos of skulls and skeletons. He’d shaved his head to reveal the demon image imprinted over his scalp. The Human Legion was an immense and diverse organization, but only Hades Division wore ink like that. They were Marines of my era bred with the psychopathic mad dogs of our earlier predecessors. Hades Division did not have a reputation for being nice to personnel from other units. Or amongst themselves for that matter.
“That’s better, you pathetic maggot. Yes, you know what I am. Welcome back. You’re just in time for your interrogation. And, believe me, you won’t be saying don’t go once I’ve started with you, boy.”



— CHAPTER 17 —
The Hades interrogator didn’t have my ass for his plaything just yet. After a breathy snarl that lacked menace – perhaps due to the minty evidence of good dental hygiene – he backed away a little to allow a new face to peer into my hazy vision. She was a former space rat, face marred with old burns and chiseled into a humorless demeanor. Yikes! She was to be my good cop?
“You can still prove yourself to us,” she said. “Convince me and you will be permitted to live. Under scrutiny, of course. Loyalty is a fluid commodity when the world changes, as I expect you already know.”
She peered at me as if I were a specimen in a jar. In fact, I pictured her quarters lined with shelves heavy with body parts in jars taken from people who had disappointed her. The image didn’t help my state of mind. I wanted evil cop from Hades to come back. I searched for him in the room but he was lost in the crowd of people pointing guns at my head.
“What happened to our observers monitoring the Revenge Squad base?” asked the specimen jar woman.
“Last I heard…” I paused to spit out a gobbet of blood. “Last I heard, they were enjoying some female attention.”
She frowned, but she looked so stern to begin with that her expression was rearranged rather than hardened. “Whose?”
I gave a manic laugh. I don’t think I was actually mad, but if I gave them that impression maybe they would leave me alone. “Police Captain Rachel Silverberg,” I said. Actually, the police captain wasn’t the female attention I was thinking about. That would be Silky tying her pretty ribbons around the Leveler observers.
Then the Hades trooper punched me in the mouth, and I was thinking instead about how many teeth I had left.
“Your laughter is unwarranted for someone with a gun to his head,” he said.
I glared at him “Look, pal. I’ve had a gun to my head for three hundred years. Laughing is how I keep sane-ish. The police shot me with stun rounds, roughed me up, and threatened me. Just Captain Rachel’s way of saying hello to a new guy in town. I think she was giving your boys the same treatment. They’ll live.”
“I hope for your sake that you’re telling the truth,” said the space rat. “There are many ways to die, and some much more uncomfortable than others.” From behind her shoulder, Mr. Hades grinned at me. “But you could still live. Like your friends that we lured here. Ah, yes! I see you were not sure they still lived. We could let you see them, but first prove your loyalty and tell us how to find your Revenge Squad handlers. Tell us the access codes for your Revenge Squad HQ. How do we get in and access your facilities without triggering your defenses?”
I squeezed my eyes shut. “One question at a time. Please! My head hurts. Where are my handlers? I imagine they aren’t far away. I’m supposed to scout out your base, locate Caccamo and his team, squeeze back up to the surface, and then start walking back to town. They will find me when they’re ready. As for access codes, do you really think they’d share them with me?”
Good cop and evil cop looked at each other cautiously but came to a conclusion and nodded. They bought my story. Good, the second part at least was the truth.
Just as I thought I was getting somewhere, a commotion from outside in the tunnel spooked them. Fingers tightened around triggers.
“I’d heard you had a new prisoner,” said a man rushing in.
The newcomer locked eyes with the Levelers. He was obviously not one of them, which I guess made him a HUBster. In fact, even in my dazed state I recognized this exchange for what it was. Someone on Earth once described this process to me as ritual sniffing. Animals do it the galaxy over. There’s a brief intake of each other’s scent, or posturing or barking or something to establish who is in charge. Maybe some biting, butting, and humping. Once a group hierarchy is established you get past this drent, but here the hierarchy was clearly still being disputed.
The HUB newcomer despised and resented the Levelers, but he couldn’t yet accept the implication of a key point here. The Levelers all had guns. He didn’t. It was obvious to me who was in charge here, even if he was in denial.
Then a Pavnix scurried over. It looked bluer and heavier than the alien who’d contacted us at HQ, but I took a wild guess and assumed it was the same individual.
“How many of you are there?” the alien asked me through its translator machine.
“Seven,” I replied. If HUB and the Levelers had been observing us, there seemed no point in lying.
Heated exchanges flared up between the HUBsters and the Levelers. It was all happening too fast for me to keep up and most of it was non-verbal anyway.
The Pavnix lost its rag and its face started flaring with red thunderbolts. “Your group are temporary allies,” it said to the space rat Leveler. “That is all. Soon you will be gone. And not soon enough.”
Most of the Levelers were contemptuous and looked about ready to attack the colorful alien, but the space rat in charge extended her arms and lowered them slowly in a calming gesture.
“We need not quarrel,” she said. It’s easy to be magnanimous when you’ve already won. “We shall share this prisoner.”
Reluctantly the HUB people agreed.
They conducted my interrogation with surprising civility. Maybe they realized I had been beaten so badly that it was an effort for me to stay conscious and focus on what they were saying. Brute threats wouldn’t work on a stubborn Marine anyway. It wasn’t just our bodies that had been toughened. Our masters had messed with our minds too, and if we decided that we didn’t want to talk, no amount of fingernail extracting, skin flaying, or genital smashing would loosen our tongues. Except to scream.
I told them everything.
That at least was the impression I tried to give. Actually, I left out a lot. I didn’t mention the bishop. I left out Sel-en-Sek’s scruffy old cravat and how bereft I felt when Silky left me, and how desperately I prayed that she would escape. Some things are private, after all.
They backed away a little and lowered their guns. Hades Man was sent to the back of the room like a bad dog. You could almost imagine we were all good pals, licking our wounds after an unfortunate misunderstanding had led to a brawl.
Until I said the wrong thing. As soon as I told them about the HUB and Revenge Squad symbols we’d seen painted on the warehouses, the atmosphere turned sinister. If the HUB and Leveler people weren’t so unevenly matched, it would have turned violent too. The Levelers had set up HUB. They’d also set up Revenge Squad. This wasn’t a complete surprise to the Pavnix, I surmised. But I guess my words left it nowhere to hide from the obvious unpalatable truth. Its flesh turned green. I don’t mean a greenish tinge, but a dark green like the jungles of Earth.
“Oh, dear,” I wailed. “Have I said too much?”
I didn’t think much of these HUB drellocks if they let themselves get conned by the Levelers so easily, but if they were going to do something about it would have to be soon. But they did nothing. Instead, they lowered their heads and slunk away.
My captors watched them go. As soon as their rivals were out of sight, the Levelers hurried away in another direction. I didn’t blame them. They had a takeover to get back to. I had to get out of here and fight it.
My next objective was to get back to Silky and rescue the other Revenge Squaders.
As the door bolts thudded home, securing me inside the room, I had a feeling that doing so might prove tricky.



— CHAPTER 18 —
I banged on the door to release a little of the pent-up frustration that was growing so hot inside that it threatened to melt me. I remembered that the HUB base was a former ammo dump that had blown up in the Legion’s liberation of the planet, and that I wasn’t in the purpose-built dungeon of an evil overlord. I thumped and kicked the door in a more purposeful manner, hoping to brutalize it into submission and let me out.
It did no good. By the looks of it, I’d been locked in a secure storage area for specialized munitions. Whatever had blown the roof out of the main part of the facility hadn’t reached this empty room, and this area had been designed to be blast proof because… Well, you work it out.
And if this was blast proof, it was also Marine proof, doubly so when that Marine was battered and bleeding after a savage beating. My ability to recover from physical wounds (or temporarily ignore them) both scared and impressed the baseline humans I met on Earth, but I was feeling my years. I sank to my knees in the thick coating of dust, suddenly robbed of the ability to do any more than curl up and not die.
No! People were relying on me. I had to get out!
For a moment, I forgot my pain, caught in the irony that after so many years in which no one cared whether I lived or died, now that I mattered to other people I felt only pain that I could not help my comrades.
I took a deep breath and soldiered forward. “One step at a time, NJ,” I said to the uncaring cell. “Let’s start with an equipment check.”
I methodically ran my fingers from head to toe, checking all pockets and pouches. The Levelers had removed everything.
Everything except… My Aimee was still on my wrist, still able to connect directly to Silky if she had gotten away safely. I couldn’t believe how dumb these Levelers were. I’d heard of anti-tech cults, and maybe these Levelers were the kind of backward drellocks who sung the glories of living in disease-ridden holes in the mud.
Like we once did? said Sanaa gently.
Hush, I told her. I haven’t time for your riddles.
I don’t remember singing about the trenches or defensive warrens, said Bahati. We fought there because we had to.
“Fine! I have at several points in my history lived in a disease-ridden hole in the mud,” I told the empty cell. “But I didn’t do it for fun. Now shut up and let me think.”
Sorry, son, said the Sarge. These ignorant maggots are taking the long way around to tell you that your Aimee won’t help here. Secure munitions stores like these aren’t just shielded against explosions, but against signals too. You wouldn’t want an enemy transmitting a signal inside instructing whatever was stored here to blow itself up, would you?
The strength drained from my torso, and I fell forward onto all fours. The Sarge was right.
Or was he?
I looked up and noted the status lights on the door’s control panel. “We can hack our way out the door and then use the Aimee to contact Silky.”
For that we need a cyber specialist, said Sanaa.
“Exactly,” I said with a grin because even in the lowlight conditions of my cell, I could make out a universal access port in the door mechanism. “Like Marine Tech Specialist Zawditu Sy.”
Just what are you suggesting? Bahati sounded worried. I guess she had a right to be. I knew where this was headed.
Wake-up Zawditu! I shouted inside my head. Tech Specialist Zawditu Sy, report your status!
My heart thumped or maybe my spine did as I felt a stirring. Sy had been one of the first to die. Bahati had carried her for many years before I cut Sy out of Bahati’s spine and placed her into my own. She hadn’t spoken for a long while, but I needed her now.
Come on, Specialist Sy. Attention to orders. Attention!
If Sy had truly stirred in the depths of… wherever the ghosts dwelt, I couldn’t feel anything now.
Come on, ghosts! Help me! I need you.
You gotta be kidding, said Bahati.
I felt disapproval from Sanaa and Efia. The Sarge told me this was a bad idea, but I wasn’t listening.
Bahati, I begged. You were always close to Zawditu. Can you try to persuade her?
Zawditu Sy and I haven’t spoken for a year, she replied. Not since you took on your alien female.
But you used to talk all the time. Best buddies. She was the squad cyber specialist and you were her backup.
I never passed the qualifications.
I’m not asking for your frakking résumé, Bahati. I just want to get out of this door. Are you going to help me or–?
The ghosts screamed at me in rage, realizing that I really did intend to go through with this a fraction before I did.
Sorry, Bahati, I said. I love you, and I know this will hurt, but lives depend upon us. Do your duty!
I raced to strip off my shirt before Bahati could stop me, though ‘racing’ doesn’t quite capture the full ineptitude of my graceless motion.
More accurately, I groaned and cursed as I moved my bruised and bloodied arms to peel the fabric from my skin, reopening wounds that were only just starting to scab. A few seconds in, my arms suddenly seemed to gain lead casing. I can think of many explanations: the pain passing a threshold beyond which my body refused to operate, my muscles exhausting their final fuel reserves, maybe a paranoid episode. My money, though, is on my ghosts acting in alliance to stop my heinous design in its tracks.
They failed.
I’m a stubborn veck when I need to be. The unofficial nickname of my old unit was the Mulehead Marines, and I was the biggest mule brain of them all. I might be dying, insane, in extreme exhaustion, and in a life or death battle against my ghosts for control of my mind, but if I want to take off my shirt, that’s what I’ll damn well do.
It’s what I had to do next that was hard. Not many things made me squeamish but this did…
If you don’t know Marines, you would notice our orange-tipped teeth and fingernails and think it was decoration or poor hygiene. Or fungal infection. It’s none of those. The orange-red comes from the iron content of our metalized nails and teeth coatings. Scuttlebutt says our ancestors were gene-spliced with rat DNA, and when I was posted to Earth I could see that rat incisors there did indeed look suspiciously similar to Marine teeth.
The Levelers had taken my combat knife, so guess what I used to go through the hardened Ndeki-hide covering the topmost lump running down my spine?
Yes, those lumps… I don’t like to talk about them much. The physical reality of my spine is a painful embarrassment to those who dwell there.
The lumps running down my back are specialized data ports. The combat AIs we’d grown up with were modified to store recordings of the Marine they were paired with, in anticipation of the moment when the Marine would die. Something of that person would continue inside the AI. Indeed, by the time we were cadets, our relationship with our AIs was so intimate that the boundary between machine and human had long since been too fuzzy to discern clearly. All of us in my squad gave ourselves these alterations before we shipped out for our first combat mission, but only I was left alive for my back to play host to my dead comrades.
Lusala was the oldest. He’d been in my back for nearly two centuries, during which time my body had claimed the lump, layering my flesh over the port until the bump had transformed into a smooth mound. But my second wife, Bahati, was not quite twenty years dead if you counted only life lived out of cryo.
My red thumbnails sliced into my flesh. It was tough work, and my arms protested loudly at the contortions I subjected them to, but I would not accept defeat. I cut out the circular flap of skin, reached in, twisted the AI casing clockwise through two full turns, and pulled Bahati out.
My ghosts died.
I died.
Not that I keeled over or something, but I knew I wasn’t me any longer. You know how there’s a constant stream of thoughts and words and music and memories playing in your head, the sonic backdrop to human life?
All I heard was white noise. And not in the background either.
NJ’s body gushed blood and gore out of the deep wound I had gouged from his back. That AI of his second wife had grown into an integral part of his flesh. Turned out that removing an AI was not as simple as flipping out a battery.
I noted this with mild curiosity, but NJ was no longer me.
I could not care what happened to him.
I stood motionless, lacking any sense of direction.
After a while, a deep, fleshy sense of self-preservation made me reach behind to test NJ’s wound. Tangles of squishy flesh hung from the gaping hole, but the blood loss was stemming from geyser to a river of blood flowing down NJ’s back, soaking his clothes and pooling into red paste on the dusty floor of the cell.
I wanted my ghosts back. I needed to be part of the team.
But still my head was crowded with white noise.
A memory floated by of the way Shahdi looked hungrily at César, of the feel of Silky’s mind caressing mine. People I cared for depended on me whether I was fully integrated into this Marine flesh or not.
That call of duty was enough, though barely. I remembered enough of myself to claim back NJ’s body and his identity. “I am Ndeki Joshua McCall,” I shouted, “and in my hand I hold the AI I cut from the corpse of Lance Corporal Bahati Chahine.” I grinned. “And I’ve some revenge of my own to deliver.”
It sounded as if the words were being spoken by someone else, but I felt sufficient compulsion to insert the AI casing into the universal port of the door lock, and ordered Bahati to hack the lock on the door. I got no response. The device was still processing Bahati’s AI.
Holy frakk, what had I done? I was back in my body but it felt as if I had pulled the power plug in my mind. My ghosts were dead and I’d killed them.
Lights flared in the door control as it began to acknowledge the AI inside. Now I was making progress…
I was used to talking with my ghosts as if they were the sole inhabitant of the AI casings. But that was a polite falsehood. The truth was that the personality patterns of once-living Marines had been absorbed by their own combat AIs. The thing about growing up with an AI, training, combat, falling in love and all the rest of it with your AIs so intimately linked, was that the AIs were so familiar to us that we often forgot that they were serious pieces of combat technology.
The Earth dwellers are proud of their technological prowess, but the AIs of the type I’d pulled my spine were hundreds of thousands of years more advanced than anything produced on Earth.
So why was this taking so frakking long?
I spoke into the door. “Bahati, are you there?”
There was no reaction. By this point I was hoping the combination of Bahati’s personality and the AI she had grown up with would work digital cyber magic, and the door to my cell would spring open, accompanied by some witticism from Bahati. And then we could race to rescue the good guys and warn Silky of what was happening.
Unfortunately, that’s not how real life decided things would be.
I was out of ideas. Maybe the door was too old to accept the AI. I could have broken the AI when I ripped it from my body, or maybe Bahati was too angry to cooperate. Whatever the answer, I was getting nowhere and my spirit was aching with a Bahati-shaped absence. I think removing her had taken away the part of my mind that held my passion, and I needed that passion to get things done.
I realized that I’d zoned out for an unspecified duration. I had lost the ability to care once again. So I used Shahdi and Silky as motivational talismans, telling myself that I was doing this for them.
Truth was, I wasn’t achieving anything. I gave up and ordered the door to eject Bahati’s AI casing. I held my hand, waiting for Bahati to be ejected, and praying that the mechanism would recognize my voice. Surely everything was voice controlled, but I considered – a little too late – that not everything would pay attention to a human voice.
Just at the moment I felt a faint hum of power through my hand, and saw Bahati being ejected, the lights went out.
I heard a click, swiftly followed by multiple thuds – the kind of noises a secure locking system might make…
I pushed the door and it swung open easily.
I stepped outside my cell and stretched behind to reinsert Bahati into my spine.
“Thanks,” I told her. “Just in case it was you. Let’s go.”
I didn’t move. I sensed my mind begin to reassemble itself, but Bahati’s contribution was still lacking. If she were in place I would run to Silky and Shahdi, but as it was I stopped and thought first. Yes, I know that is highly uncharacteristic of me. I decided that there was one slender chance and very little time. I sensed how the Pavnix had finally found it impossible to deny the truth: that the HUB leader had sold out their organization to the Levelers. The Pavnix was my only hope. I couldn’t rescue Caccamo and the other Revenge Squad prisoners on my own, but maybe I had a chance if I teamed up with the HUB loyalists who were prepared to stand up and fight against the Leveler takeover.
Those HUB loyalists who might not exist except in my hopes.
With my brain still in disarray, my body so badly beaten I could move only in a painful stumble, my eyesight reduced to infrared only, and no idea of who to trust other than a large blob of an alien with a wedge of a head that looked like a drawing by a child with no artistic aptitude, I set out into the unknown, hoping I would stumble on to somebody who wouldn’t shoot me on sight.
I imagine you would just see the long odds and think I was mad, but I felt so cheerful to be on the move and acting that I had to work hard to stop myself from whistling.
Who would I chance upon? HUB loyalist or Leveler?
Turned out it was neither.



— CHAPTER 19 —
I froze.
I was thirty meters short of the crossroads when I heard shuffling from the branch to the right. It sounded like a herd of confused cows.
Which didn’t make much sense. The Levelers were political agitators, not a frontline combat unit, but even so I had to believe they had some means of illumination on them. Why would they stumble through the dark?
I strained to listen in on the people imitating cows but, unlike my artificial eyes, my hearing hadn’t been upgraded since my cadet years. And I’d been blown up a few times since then.
As I rerouted all sensory power to my ears, I was surprised when my eyes alerted me to a new development. A beam of light was picking out the glassy debris from a partial roof collapse up ahead ten paces.
More beams of reflected light licked at my confused eyes, which yelled in discomfort because they were attuned to infrared only.
The lights were coming from behind. Was this friend or foe?
Faced with the real prospect of actually encountering someone, my headlong dash out of my cell was suddenly seeming a little optimistic.
The crossroads was still thirty meters ahead. The shambling convoy was just about to hit the intersection and the lights from the party behind me would find me within seconds.
If I ran, I might evade both groups, but my legs had taken the brunt of my beating and I could barely walk. My upper body was another matter…
I glanced up and, sure enough, recognized structures in the overhead that I had been familiar with all my life: ventilation, system fire retarding system, air scrubbers.
Bless the White Knights and their evil alien hearts.
Our former alien masters – or current ones if you believe the government’s realpolitikal spin – were exceptionally wedded to the idea of equipment standardization throughout their empire. Starships, barracks, underground mining bases: we saw the same layout and design everywhere. This cliff face hideout had once been a White Knight approved ammunition store. Standardization applied here too.
I sprung up to the ceiling using unexpected power reserves in my legs that I was sure to pay for later. Being six foot seven helped too. I found a finger hold and pivoted up until I had one foot braced against a smoke detector, one hand stuck into a ventilation grill and the other wrapped around a fire retardant pipe.
If someone started a fire, my fingers would freeze before shattering like icicles. Otherwise I was laughing.
I slowed my breathing, tried not to think about sneezing or any other bodily noises, and craned my neck to watch who passed beneath me.
I counted four humans armed with crude rifles and flashlights. The people were too small to be Marines and too big to be space rats. Probably they were a more primitive form of slave soldier like my former Revenge Squad trainer, Denisoff.
I watched them continue beyond my position, and take up station a few meters ahead using the debris from the roof collapse as cover.
I’m not as cocky or competent as I was in my youth, so I didn’t roll my eyes in contempt until they doused their flashlights and waited in ambush for the herd of cows. Yup, they didn’t think to look up.
No matter what fun and games I get up to for amusement in my retirement, I will always be an Assault Marine. I’m proud of that. Damned proud. But although we are the best of humanity, I learned over many years a healthy respect for the many other forms of humanity, even the little space rat pixies.
But I draw a distinction between veterans of void war who lived aboard starships, and those who lived and fought on the ground. We lived, thought, and fought in three dimensions. Ground dwellers did not. It is not racist to say that we are superior because of this; it is simply a fact.
I was debating whether to use my advantage to advance on the ambushers or to evade them, when the cows hove into view. I could see in infrared, but for the cows there was absolute abyssal darkness. Only three of us seem to possess the gift of sight in this situation. Me. One of the Leveler ambushers using binoculars, and the barrel-like blob with the sticky-out wedge of a head leading the blind humans, who I assumed was the Pavnix I had met earlier.
The alien was leading a blindly stumbling Marine curiously dressed in short-sleeved shirt, baggy short trousers, and with the rhythmic slap of beach sandals on his feet.
That had to be Caccamo. And if my boss was alive, I supposed I had better rescue him.
The rest of the shambling herd followed behind and the numbers matched the holes in the Revenge Squad TO&E.
Did you turn out the lights? I asked Bahati. Or was that the fat alien?
Bahati wasn’t speaking to me. None of the ghosts were, but the white noise that had drowned out my thoughts in the cell had gone, to be replaced by the comforting sense of my mind knitting back together. But I was on my own for now.
Quit stalling, Joshua, and get on with it, I imagined the ghost of Sergeant Fofana yelling at me.
I gave a reluctant sigh. At my age, and after what I’ve been through so far today, I should be tucked up in a comfortable bed with a large glass of cool beer. And a whiskey chaser.
At a whispered command from the Leveler with binoculars, the ambushers rose and caught the escaped Revenge Squad prisoners in the beam of the flashlights.
I crawled towards the Levelers.
One of them fired at the ceiling and yelled: “Lie on the ground face down. Now! Anyone got a problem with that, I’ll shoot you.”
If Fate had chosen to smile on me, I would have dropped down in the midst of the Levelers. But they were positioned within the debris from a collapsed roof, so there was no roof to hold on to. I dropped about ten meters away and advanced on them in my best approximation of a run.
By the time the rearmost Leveler had swung around to meet me, I had the barrel of his rifle in one hand and my other hand clenched into a fist buried into his face.
I yanked the rifle out of his grip, swung it around and clubbed the nearest Leveler.
I kept on swinging, batting one rifle to the ground and clubbing its owner senseless. I had dropped three of them without any of my foes letting off a shot. Useless vecks.
As I was turning back around to tackle the man that I punched at the start of the fight, a powerful flashlight on maximum blinded my eyes. I squinted into the light beam and saw it was held by the man I had punched. He’d retreated a short distance, away from the roof collapse, and stood with his back to the wall, his rifle aimed at my chest. He was too far away for me to rush.
I squeezed my eyes shut, looked over to my right and reappraised my Revenge Squad colleagues. They were back on their feet but confused.
Seriously? This Revenge Squad team needed better eyes – they were no use to me at the present.
But there was movement. Something stood out from the Revenge Squad herd, by virtue of its deliberate and coordinated movement. A large blob of heat was quietly scurrying along the overhead in my direction.
“Now you die,” the Leveler told me, bracing his weapon for the kill shot.
The fast-moving blob descended from the overhead, smothering the Leveler.
“My eyes! They’re burning!”
That was all the Leveler had to say on the matter before his voice was lost under the bulk of his assailant.
His body collapsed to the ground under the assault.
“Shoot first,” said my Pavnix rescuer. “Gloat second. Dumb drellock.”
I couldn’t help but nod in agreement. It was a fine philosophy, even though I was having a little trouble at present with the shooting part.
The Pavnix looked at me. “It’s a paralyzing venom,” it explained. “He’ll live. For now.”
I shrugged. “Dead would have worked just as well for me.”
We stared at each other, the alien and I. Its hairy little paps rubbed together, and then flicked out toward me.
Was it trying to tell me something? I had no idea. I struggled enough with human body language, so I cut to the chase. “Are we working together now, or what?”
“It would seem so,” said the alien, the whisper coming from behind its paps sounded like leaves in a breeze, but the translation through the voice synthesizer embedded in its throat was clear enough.
“Hey!” called out Caccamo. “Less talking, more arming.”
“The former squadron leader is correct,” said the Pavnix. “I am escorting your Revenge Squad colleagues to the secondary armory. I assume you can see in these light conditions?”
“Yes.”
The alien grabbed my wrist and did something to my Aimee. “I have given you the route and the access codes to unlock the armory and the weapons within. Now go, lead your people.”
“Fine,” I replied “what will you do?”
“I have other means to even the odds.”
“Well, maybe I do too, pal. My comms are blocked, can you get a signal out?”
“Yes. Though not here and now.”
Damn! I wanted to call Silky. I guess had to take this one step at a time.
Caccamo was stumbling toward us. I took pity, walked over and linked arms with him as if we were a courting couple. “Hold on to me, old man.”
He gave a forced little laugh and then started organizing my new colleagues back into line, each with a hand on the shoulder of the person in front.
As the Pavnix grabbed two of the Leveler rifles, I asked it, “What’s the plan after we get armed?”
“I have discussed this already with your – old man. We meet at the central chamber. In practice we don’t know what’s going on. You arm yourselves and then we respond to events as they unfold. Just remember, that not all HUB people have sold out to the Levelers.”
“I understand,” I replied. “Good luck.”
Me and my big mouth.
Before the Pavnix could get away and my shambling line set off, we heard shouts and saw lights from the tunnel up ahead.
“Stay where you are!”
“Lay down your weapons!”
The Pavnix dropped one rifle and readied the other to meet the oncoming storm. It sounded like there were dozens of people headed our way.
“That’s not going to achieve much, is it?” I told the dumb alien veck. “Let me take the heat for freeing the Revenge Squad people. You need to get away.”
I know I just said I don’t understand Pavnix body language, but I had the impression that the Pavnix was speechless.
I wasn’t much different. Twice in the same day I’d stayed behind so an alien could get free. That was twice more than I’d ever done before. “Reckon we are all on the same side when all is said and done,” I told it. “HUB and Revenge Squad… We’re rivals. That’s all.”
I unstrapped my Aimee and handed it to the alien.
“Call my boss,” I said and then hesitated when Caccamo growled. “My assistant boss. Name of Silky. If I know her, she’s got a wild plan she’ll be working on right now. Assuming she’s still alive. Work with her, please.”
“Too risky and time consuming,” said the alien. “If she’s any sense she won’t trust a word I say.”
“Which is why you need to tell her that NJ sends his compliments to the Maid of Meskilot.”
Shots rang out down the corridor.
“We surrender!” I shouted.
The Pavnix dropped its rifle and ran off, clutching my Aimee. A human would have acknowledged what I’d told it, but aliens…? They are such hard work.
The Levelers rushed us and quickly separated us into groups.
“You! I nearly believed you could be one of us.”
It was the space rat woman who’d played tag team with the Hades Division interrogator.
I decided she and I were not going to be good friends.
I should have punched her. Hitting things generally makes me feel better, but my exhaustion and beating had finally crept up on me. I was a spent force for now. And it didn’t look as if there would be a later, when a pair of Levelers grabbed each of my arms and frogmarched me back against the wall for them to present their rifles, a rough and ready execution squad.
I had no wish to die, but I had cheated my demise so many times that I felt an inevitability when mine finally caught up with me. It was just my exhaustion telling me that, of course, but I felt grateful to die with my back against a tunnel wall rather than rotting away on my failing farm amidst my barley ravaged by the Meskilot parasite. The Levelers hesitated. It’s not as easy as it sounds to kill a person in cold blood.
“Shame I never got to hear your stories, Squadron Leader Caccamo,” I called out, taking advantage of their hesitation because it wouldn’t last long. “This is Ndeki Joshua McCall, signing out.”
The Leveler executioners lifted their weapons.
“I’ll be joining you soon,” I whispered to my ghosts.
“Hold your fire!” said the lead Leveler. “He shall live.”
“But I’ve just given my exit speech,” I protested. I sighed. “Can’t deny it’s good to feel more use alive than dead. It isn’t a great statement of my worth, but it’s a start.”
I didn’t like the way she laughed. “It’s not so much your life that is worth something, but your death. Gunning you down is not good enough. You’re to be put to death in a more satisfying fashion. Him too,” she said, pointing at Caccamo. The Levelers moved to separate Caccamo from the rest of the bunch.
“As for the rest of you,” she said, addressing the other Revenge Squad people. “You are going to watch your leader and your wisecracking buffoon as they die. And then you will join us, because if you don’t, your deaths will be next.”



— CHAPTER 20 —
They kept me in isolation for the big event: a show trial starring yours truly and Caccamo, to be swiftly followed by a show execution. The place was a maze of little tunnels and small rooms, so it wasn’t exactly taxing the logistics to keep Caccamo and me separate from everyone and each other.
I ventured the opinion, in what should have been the privacy of my own head, that the HUB people kept us isolated because they were afraid I would say something to embarrass them in front of the audience while they were prepping for the big show. My ghosts took this opportunity to demonstrate they had rallied by laughing until my head rang. They insinuated that the only people who would be embarrassed by my big mouth were NJ McCall and his dead friends.
I was still smarting about this lack of moral support from my dead comrades – whom I expected to join soon – when I was marched from my cell through corridors now lit, and out into a vast cave.
It wasn’t exactly a natural cave and it wasn’t that big, but ammunition dumps like this favored narrow winding tunnels and widely dispersed chambers, and in comparison big cave covers the main loading bay nicely.
I waved at the crowds as I was marched toward a circle in the cave’s center. The sand had been cleared away here to reveal a flooring of scorched tiles on which a symbol had been painted that I recognized from the Leveler literature: arrows compressing a horizontal line.
If Silky was daft enough to go for a frontal assault, the front door of the cave would be the route she would take. I didn’t think Silky was stupid, but she was an alien, and that made her thinking so different that sometimes it was indistinguishable from stupidity.
A rectangular opening in the cave led out to a shelf of dry sand, which dipped steeply into a sweep of pristine beach, gleaming in the morning sun, that extended over half a klick to the waves. I realized with a start that somewhere along the way, today had become tomorrow. Which meant Silky’d had more time to prepare whatever madness she was planning than I realized.
I looked out at the beach but there was no sign of her, but the view was obscured by a chain-link fence that marked the base’s perimeter a short way out into the sand. Back inside the entrance, two low walls of piled rocks and rubble swept inward from either side of the opening, angled to enfilade any attacking force. These walls were only manned by a handful of armed guards, but then I reminded myself that if Silky advanced through that defended opening, she would have only four other people with her. Five if you included Chikune, which personally I didn’t because he was such a useless drellock.
I could see tracks running along the top of the rectangle and I would bet my life that buried under the sand directly underneath would be a matching set of tracks for the sliding blast doors, long since scrapped.
I looked behind and it wasn’t difficult to see what had transpired long ago, when the Legion assaulted the world under the command of Xin Lee, one of the few Legion commanders I had ever wholeheartedly admired. Her command would have melted a hole in the blast door with a modified and repurposed starship engine, and then fired a volley of plasma warhead missiles through the resulting gap.
Those missiles would have blown a hole at the back of the loading bay and set off such a powerful explosion that it opened up fissures in the cliff wide enough to drop a Marine down – though only barely wide enough in the case of a middle-aged Marine suffering from girth spread.
The HUB inhabitants had made a home from this, moving boulders of rock that had fallen in that cataclysmic blast, and arranging them into rudimentary tiered seating in an arc around the central circle. They had even tidied up the rubble by painting the rocks white.
If I had an artistic sense, I would have thrilled to the way a crude but functioning amphitheater had been constructed from the wreckage of war.
But I didn’t have an artistic bone in my body. To me, it was a heap of white rocks. For sitting on.
Evenly space single stones ringed the cleared circle. I was placed on one and told to shut up. Caccamo was sat upon a rock opposite. I waved at him and he gave a thumbs up in reply.
Out in the bay, gaibolga gulls suddenly erupted into a raucous squabble so loud that the cave echoed. It wasn’t just their piercing cries that impressed me about the red-backed gulls. They were armed not just with sharp beaks that could chop through flesh like plasma cutters, but they had a telescopic barbed tongue that could reach down into the water and spear several fish at once. I enjoyed a fantasy of an air wing of gaibolga gulls under Silky’s command, flying through the enfilading fire at the cave entrance and onward to skewer the necks of my captors.
Now you’re getting ridiculous, Bahati told me. Impress me this one last time. Despite all your antics over the centuries, I’ve admired you since the day we met. Don’t make this day different.
Ouch! I never could act cowardly in front of Bahati. Duly shamed, I finally turned to face the crowd.
Their numbers were wiltingly few. If I had to go through the charade of a show trial, I wanted a baying crowd of thousands, and for the spectacle to be beamed to a multitude of millions if not more.
I counted sixteen Revenge Squad prisoners, my would-be comrades whom I had pretended to break out, though really the Pavnix had done so. To either side of them were clumps of about thirty HUB people, glaring at everyone and looking even more nervous than the Revenge Squaders.
Hovering in the background lurked the Levelers. A lot of them. Several hundred at least and all armed.
I guess that the execution of Caccamo and his Assault Marine buffoon playmate was not the only act on today’s bill.
These Levelers look even more nervous than the HUB people, Bahati pointed out. I’m guessing they signed up for revolution, not to take part in executions.
Don’t get your hopes up, guys, I replied. Armed struggle is always messy and ugly. Unfortunately, they know that as well as we do.
Reluctantly, I cast my gaze over the Revenge Squaders. Shame had kept me from looking properly at my would-have-been Revenge Squad colleagues. I was their rescue party and – well, it had all gone to drent and we all knew it. I had let them down.
They were mostly human in various subspecies, a few Littoranes, two Hardits, something I couldn’t recognize, but… there was one Marine female I did recognize. So unexpectedly that I stared at her until she rolled her eyes in irritation.
Magenta. There had been a woman in our Revenge Squad training camp. I had barely a chance to get to know her before she was killed before my eyes. Not saying we would have been lovers, necessarily, but we had gelled easily.
There she was looking back at me. Ten years older perhaps, but looking all the better for it. Yet I’d seen her die.
I forced myself to look away. Who was this woman? That was a mystery, but one I would need to solve another lifetime because HUB and Leveler dignitaries now emerged, each with a heavily armed entourage. The HUB boss and the Leveler boss. I could tell the difference easily enough. One of them had plasma burns to his face and a calloused ridge along his neck that spoke of years wearing a combat helmet. The other didn’t look as if she could lift a helmet, let alone wear one.
“My name is Mayrik and I welcome you, friends,” announced the HUB leader, gesturing to all groups in the cave theatrically. I could tell the drellock was loving this performance. Meanwhile, the Leveler leader perched her butt on one of the other rocks at the circle’s perimeter.
“I do mean friends,” said Mayrik. “You–” he pointed at the Revenge Squad audience. “You can be friends and comrades with us. Or… we can be enemies.”
You might think me insane, but I warmed to the guy because he didn’t mince his words. ‘Join us, or I’ll kill you.’ That’s what he’d just said, and that was a perfectly reasonable statement that needed no embellishment.
“Today we shall learn which side you choose, and these two…” Guess who he pointed out? “Shall be the first to determine through their actions whether they live or die.”



— CHAPTER 21 —
The HUB leader, Mayrik, was a former Marine like me – though in common with nearly all Marines still living he was significantly younger. I will be proud to be a Marine until long after the day I die, but even I have to admit we weren’t the most eloquent of people. Outsiders call our staccato speech machine-like. I call it concise and information dense, free from the annoying clouds of verbal drent vented by lesser forms of humanity. Mayrik was that rarest of rare beasts: a Marine who fancied himself an orator.
There’s a reason why that’s a rarity, and it’s why I can’t report the early part of his speech. I zoned out. Sorry. In my defense, I had experienced a very trying day and simply couldn’t concentrate.
My interest perked up when his narrative – which seemed to begin at the creation of the Universe, and continue in real-time commentary until the present day – eventually reached his description of HUB’s formation.
“I was impressed to see the former wet navy sailors organize themselves and try to take control of their destiny, rather than accept scraps of work from the shipping corporations that then dominated. I wanted to earn a living for myself and out of work former soldiers, and I wanted to feel I was doing some good too. To begin with, we did. We never pretended to be angels, but we brought a semblance of order to the toughest areas of the city, and then wider into the province. People slept soundly for the first time in years. But our success only upped the bribes we had to pay to carry on our business. Eventually those who run this province demanded more than money, they wanted in on the board. Financial and political backers took over control and installed their own people. Those who run HUB today don’t care about the people I wanted to protect. Nor do they see former soldiers as anything other than a cheap and expendable resource. They do not care about you.” Mayrik toured the seated rows of Revenge Squad and his own people as if a general inspecting his troops before battle.
“HUB has become an amoral means to extract money from civilians. I have evidence that the shadowy figures behind us are also behind the wave of murder, thieving, and rape sweeping through the city. How better to drive custom our way than to terrorize people into signing up for a HUB protection policy? We need to take a deep breath and remember while we still can that once we were heroes. In the war, we stood and many of us died for what was right. We need to do so again.”
The captive Marine who resembled Magenta interrupted Mayrik. “Hey, HUB Man. We’re recruiting at Revenge Squad. Why don’t you join us rather than ally with these clueless revolutionaries?”
Mayrik strode up to her, and the Magenta lookalike rose to her feet, ignoring the armed Levelers motioning for her to sit. Her Revenge Squad comrades coiled like an angry spring. The atmosphere in the cave felt like a minefield. One misstep and… boom!
“Join up with HUB’s competitor?” said Mayrik. “When I learned Revenge Squad was setting up in town, I began to prepare a hot reception. I took your team’s arrival, Laban Caccamo, as a declaration of war. You might expect HUB’s new board of control to feel the same, but no! The puppet masters jerked my wires and ordered me to stand down. Revenge Squad was not to be hampered. I was even ordered to task my deputy, Lieutenant Xamajeeli-Lek, with befriending Revenge Squad so sie could quietly offer assistance. The local Revenge Squad branch was to be up and running, earning money for their masters as quickly as possible.”
It felt as if the ground were crumbling beneath my feet. He talked sense, this Mayrik. Although we had little more than guesswork so far, Silky and I were stumbling toward the same conclusion about Revenge Squad: we were working for the bad guys.
Mayrik trooped the line of shocked paramilitary insurance professionals, and strode over to Caccamo. “I bet you had the same non-compete orders from your superiors. Eh?”
“I wouldn’t know, pal,” Caccamo replied, half-suppressing a yawn. “I never pay attention to orders.”
Mayrik spat on the ground. “Liar! You’re one of them! You’re part of the corruption that stains our honor.” He returned to the center of the cleared circle and addressed the seated audience, spreading his arms dramatically. “That’s why I’ve thrown my lot in with the Leveler leader, Zhakar-Ree. Why I brought both HUB and the new Revenge Squad teams here today with minimal bloodshed. I want you to join us in a new fight for our freedom – to be free from the corruption and commercialized terror – and if some of you will go to your graves hating me as a traitor, so be it. All of us who fought in the civil war know what that feels like. But there are some who were born here and never fought in the war. Never had to choose sides. And after we are all dead, future generations will come. It is for those who will follow us that I do this thing. Let them admire us for believing in them, and doing what was right. I will not let us stumble blindly into tyranny, not after we fought so hard to escape our bondage.”
Mayrik stopped, and appeared to count silently inside his head in an effort to control his anger. “Am I boring you, Miss Lazheet?”
“Yes,” replied Not-Magenta. Lazheet, eh? That was a cool name. “You lost me at bondage”, she said. “Makes you sound like a religionist. Or a pervert.”
Mayrik’s jaw clenched tightly enough to turn his teeth metamorphic. “Well, then. If I am unconvincing, perhaps my friend, Zhakar-Ree, should take over?”
The HUB leader nodded at his Leveler counterpart and the armed Levelers waiting in the shadows disarmed the HUB personnel, and forced them to sit alongside their Revenge Squad counterparts on the amphitheater of rocks. Simple as that.
They talk on Earth of how you can boil a frog alive. The HUB people were not only boiled by the Levelers, but they didn’t even act surprised.
Bunch of drellocks.
“There is no need to be afraid,” said the Leveler leader, rising from her seat. “Even these two–” She pointed at Caccamo and me – “can still live if Mr. Caccamo reveals the access codes to the Revenge Squad HQ. We simply wish to acquire your facility and its contents without a wasteful loss of good people. As for you others… Revenge Squad and HUB alike, join us!”
I couldn’t make out the Leveler woman’s heritage. Under the manipulation of imperial geneticists, humanity had branched into specialisms so you could guess a stranger’s service branch from their physique. Zhakar-Ree had mixed heritage. Middling stature but she didn’t look like Earthborns. I guessed she was a cross of Tactical Marine with space rat, but it was difficult to tell because she wore voluminous robes and head wraps like a Saharan nomad.
“Neither HUB nor Revenge Squad is comparable to the Human Legion,” said the woman in a smooth tongue that betrayed an upbringing a world away from the crèche of a Marine depot planet. “There is no cause, no ideal that you fight for. Your eventual deaths in the service of Revenge Squad or HUB will have no meaning. Most of you were heroes once. Now look at you! Doing the dirty work of distant financiers who care not who lives or dies so long as quarterly profit targets are met. You don’t even deliver justice. You promise base revenge, and offer it only to those who can afford to pay.”
Lazheet hooted in derision.
If I were in this Zhakar-Ree’s boots, I would have kicked them through Lazheet’s teeth to shut her up, but the Leveler leader trusted the power of her words in a way I never could. “I see I do not convince you,” she said to Lazheet with a false smile. “Why not?”
Lazheet looked our captor right in the face. “Because you’re just piss and hot air.”
Levelers moved in to club her down, but Zhakar-Ree-waved them away. “No, give her the space to show who she really is.”
The woman who looked uncannily like Magenta rose to her feet. “You tell us the Legion had high ideals worth fighting for.”
Ragged cheers sounded at the mention of the Legion we had all fought for. Eventually.
“Yes,” replied Zhakar-Ree. “The leadership were problematic, their principles warped, but the core principle was admirable. Every one of the brave souls on the Beowulf and Themistocles, who dared to stand up against overwhelming odds for what they knew to be right, is an inspiration that reaches through the centuries to us today. You would do well to remember the mutineers who created the Human Legion.”
“We fought to win freedom,” said Lazheet, passion informing her every fiber. “Freedom from extinction. From slavery. From the Cull.”
A growl of anger rose from every group. That last objective had not gone exactly to plan.
“But look at Klin-Tula,” said Lazheet. “The Legion only began settling retired Legionary colonists in large numbers about 30 years ago, and in that time things have gone from drent to drenter.”
“True,” agreed Zhakar-Ree with a fragile smile. “Because of the corruption from power and money.”
“You’re overthinking it,” said Lazheet.
Zhakar-Ree smiled with true warmth now, and played to the crowd, throwing impressive shapes she must have practiced for long hours in front of her mirror. “I’m overthinking matters. Overthinking! You cannot think too hard about the challenges of societal interaction. If you accuse me of thinking deeply upon how to better our world, then I plead guilty.”
“Good for you,” said Lazheet with an encouraging nod. “There will be a place for people like you in the centuries to come. But most of us here were born slaves, bred only for war. Me? I wasn’t even born. I was cloned in a vat.”
I’m glad I wasn’t the only one surprised at Lazheet’s comment, given the ‘oohs’ that swelled from the crowd. At least that ticked off one last question before I died. A clone, eh? I’d heard rumors.
Lazheet spat on the ground before continuing. “People like me know nothing of civil society, polite etiquette, and societal issues. What use was any of that drent to us growing up?”
“But you must see,” insisted Zhakar-Ree. “Now is different. We are different, those of us who see the future. Regrettably, there will be those who do not share our vision, but they cannot be permitted to hold the wider community in their thrall.”
“But you aren’t different,” insisted Lazheet. “The Legion carved out an autonomous region for us in the war, but hadn’t a sufficiently robust plan for what would come next. And you’re exactly the same as the generals and admirals. Worse, because you’re too blind to realize you’re repeating the same mistake. What comes after you have won your ideal world, my over-thinking friend? Eh? When you have destroyed what little we have built here, when you stand astride the ashes of this world, what then is your plan? And who will live to care?”
Zhakar-Ree stared at Lazheet, her lips pinched into a tight white line. And then she snapped, storming back into the center of the circle. “Are you going to let your attack bitch do all your work, Caccamo?”
“Lazheet is a big girl,” Caccamo replied. “She’ll do as she damn well pleases. Perhaps you’ve never met a real woman before.”
“What the hell is that supposed to mean?”
Caccamo rolled his eyes. “I can’t be bothered to explain. That’s the problem with a show trial like this, only one side is truly engaged. If you don’t mind, I’ll just go to sleep until you reach the part where you sentence me to death. Would you mind awfully?”
“Don’t you dare show such disrespect!”
To my astonishment, Caccamo hung his head in shame. I’d trusted him on instinct, but maybe he’d been one with the puppet masters all along. “I’m sorry,” he said, looking my way. “I am so very sorry for my disrespectful lack of manners. Even in these trying circumstances, bad manners are inexcusable.” Caccamo got to his feet and, oblivious to the Leveler guns that were immediately trained on his head, he walked over to me and shook me by the hand. “Welcome,” he said. “I know we met earlier in the tunnels, but I haven’t properly introduced myself. As you’ve probably gathered, I’m Laban Caccamo, formerly of the 412th TAC Marines, cross-trained to become a Navy shuttle pilot, and then served as squadron leader with the 2nd X-Boat Wing, serving aboard Lance of Freedom. And you are?”
I grinned. At least twenty guns were trained on this man, and the only question about his imminent demise was whether or not he’d be tortured first. Nonetheless, Caccamo, with his beach shorts, loud shirt, and sunglasses perched atop his bald head, looked as untroubled as if he was just about to stroll across the beach to go for a pleasant paddle in the sea. I liked this guy. “Ndeki Joshua McCall,” I answered him, “of the 801st Assault Marines.”
“Wrong!” Caccamo accelerated from amiable eccentric to glowering drill Sergeant at FTL speeds. “Don’t insult your former regiment by naming them as your own. You are a wixering little twonk who disobeyed orders. Nothing more. Did you see the instructions I left in the office?”
“Yes, sir.”
“Yet you came after me anyway. Consider your wages docked. Half pay for three months.”
I shrugged. “I’m an acting unpaid auxiliary.”
He frowned, confused for a moment. “Denisoff didn’t mention that. Did you do something to annoy my lovely friend, Branch Director Philby?”
“That’s enough,” said Mayrik.
I ignored the HUB leader. “Mr. Philby declined to wave us goodbye as we set off for Port Zahir. Yes, Squadron Leader Caccamo, I think I might have upset him.”
Mayrik looked for direction from Zhakar-Ree who shook her head.
Caccamo laughed a deep belly growl. “I like you, McCall. Leave it with me. I’ll do something about your pay. Anyone who pisses off Holland Philby deserves rich rewards.”
Zhakar-Ree snapped her fingers and our playtime was over. Levelers swarmed over Caccamo and me, holding our arms behind us as they punched us repeatedly in the gut.
“Just you listen to these two,” Zhakar-Ree told the group. “They play these silly games, acting as if they do not need to beg for their very lives. It is hot air, foolish frippery. And why? They joke because deep down they know their lives are jokes. Join us. Friends, don’t end your existence as a contemptible joke. Become the hero you once were or always wished to be.”
That won positive murmurs of support from the crowd. Disloyal vecks.
Zhakar-Ree pressed her advantage. “There is a more prosaic reason why you should come over to us. We have infiltrated many Civilian Defense Force regiments. Our influence is everywhere and growing by the day. Give us two years, three at most, and then the Cooperative will be in power. Join us now and you will be on the winning side of the struggle, the side of history.”
Our beating stopped and Caccamo immediately answered Zhakar-Ree’s call. “That’s what the Wolves said when a gang of them mutinied and took over my ship.” Wincing from the punches he’d just taken, the ancient Marine lifted up his shirt and revealed old scars across his back. “That’s where I won those lashes. I knew who to believe in when I was young. Damned if I’m going to betray a lifetime by giving in to a jumped up little drellock like you, Zhakar-Ree.”
“Perhaps you deserved those scars,” Zhakar-Ree replied. “It was the mutiny on the Beowulf that sparked the Human Legion. Perhaps the mutineers on your ship also had their valid cause for complaint against you.”
“You take the wrong message from the formation of the Legion,” said Caccamo. He spoke in an icy whisper, all his swagger gone. “It was an alliance of spacers, Marines, and officers working together who carried out the Beowulf mutiny in 2566. The very first human officers were in alliance with a Jotun officer, and with individuals whom you now label traitors – all of them working together to make the galaxy a better place. We can all of us unite here in Port Zahir, you’ve got that much right. Don’t work to divide us to promote one idea of society and crush every alternative.”
Zhakar-Ree shook her head, feigning sadness but conveying anger. “Unbelievable. You amaze me. Your words are idiotic beyond belief. Out of the lips of Revenge Squad – an organ of corporate oppression – comes a fantasy of a co-operative society. You know what makes me despise you most, Caccamo? I think you actually believe your lies. Your masters spin their stories about Beowulf and stuff it in your mouth for you to regurgitate in front of us.”
“It’s no story,” Caccamo insisted.
“You see?” said Zhakar-Ree giving a little laugh of contempt. “Even now, he cannot help himself.”
Caccamo gave his audience the full benefit of his beaming smile. “No, it really isn’t a story. I should know about the Beowulf mutiny, because I was frakking well there. I am one of those heroes you just bigged up to Corporal Lazheet.”
The laughter stopped. But I began. “Look it up,” I told Zhakar-Ree. “It’s on public record. Laban Caccamo was there as a fresh-faced Marine, there with the greenhorns who would become General McEwan, Xin Lee, and Admiral Indiya. He was there at the creation of the Legion. He made it possible.”
“I had hoped we could talk in a civilized manner,” said Zhakar-Ree. “I see now that I gave you too much credit. You–” she pointed at Lazheet. “She will join the other two.”
The Leveler guards dragged Lazheet to join myself and Caccamo with arms pinned behind our backs and made to face Zhakar-Ree.
“Give us the access codes to the Revenge Squad building and all three of you will live,” said the Leveler leader. “Prisoners to be sure, but you will be treated humanely, and released when we have firm control in this province. Or if you prefer for some inexplicable reason to follow your paymasters unto death, then so be it. Although I warn you your deaths will not be pleasant. You have until the tide comes in to make your decision.”
Zhakar-Ree trooped in front of us, her face beaming with the pleasure of her power over us.
I’ve seen people gloat that way at prisoners before. In case you haven’t, let me put you straight on a matter that was very obvious to everyone who saw the Leveler boss. She didn’t want us to tell her what she thought she needed. She would much prefer our deaths, and she would be watching every moment of our demise with gleeful attention.



— CHAPTER 22 —
If only the bishop could see us now, I said to myself, this scene will be right up his street. I think… I dunno, I get the Earth religions mixed up.
You’re right, said Efia. It’s not quite crucifixion, but close enough, and crucifixion is definitely the bishop’s thing.
She sounded pleased. I suppose it was just as well that someone was. Lazheet, Caccamo, and I were bound to metal spars sunk into the beach. Unhappy-looking HUB staff had already lashed me to the upright, and now they were binding my arms to the wooden cross beam slotted through a hole in the spar.
At least they weren’t driving nails through my wrists and ankles – and let us always try to look for the positive in any situation – but I could tell from the tidemarks on the rocks I had seen behind us that when the tide rolled in, we would roll under.
The beach outside the cave’s entrance was a flat shelf that dipped steeply down a rock-strewn slope before leveling out again. Naturally, our posts were sunk into the lower expanse of sand, about a hundred yards beyond where the shelf dipped down. We were being semi-crucified in the perfect spot, at least from the perspective of the spectators, who could bring blankets, chairs, and sandwiches if they so wanted and enjoy the spectacle of our drowning without getting wet. I wondered whether anyone had booked a band to play us out.
My experience of the event was less dry. Already, my ankles were under the advancing waves and, with the flatness of this section of beach, the water was coming in rapidly. Still, it was a sunny late morning at the beach, and the coolness of the water was what I needed to take the edge off the heat.
“Sorry, pal,” said the HUB man tying my arms back. “Nothing personal. I’d rather be tying those Leveler vecks to these posts, or better still Mayrik and his pals who sold us out. But I’ve settled down now. Got family relying on me. Can’t throw my life away now that it’s worth something.”
I ignored the man’s sorrows and looked across at Caccamo. I was worried about him. I know how dumb that sounds, given I was tied to a post and told I had at most an hour before the tide would be over my head, but Zhakar-Ree had reserved a special venom for the old man. Following a token rant at the former squadron leader after he had been secured to his post, the Leveler leader had given my boss one last chance to reveal the codes that would unlock the Revenge Squad base and its armory. Caccamo had replied with such an unbroken stream of verbal filth that no one could be in any doubt that the former Marine had lived for many years amongst Navy folk. Probably just as well, because unless I had become even more mentally unhinged than I realized, there weren’t any such codes to reveal.
Zhakar-Ree had casually pistol whipped Caccamo, and then ground the old man’s sunglasses into the sand with the heel of her boot. I know we’ve all got to go one day – and that Caccamo and I were long overdue our reckoning with Fate – but there was something ignoble about the way Zhakar-Ree nonchalantly abused Caccamo. Ignoble is not a word I feel the need to use most years, but Caccamo had been part of the crazy handful of stragglers who had created the Human Legion. If not for Caccamo and his friends long ago, none of us would be on this planet. None of us would be alive, period.
He deserved better than this, and I sensed even the Levelers knew that.
All except Zhakar-Ree. Her I really did not like.
Caccamo’s head was lolling, but Zhakar-Ree had left him with enough fight that the old man could not escape into unconsciousness.
Asphyxiation is a common death for a Marine, but usually that end claims us in the pristine void of space. Drowning in water seemed so messy in comparison. Would I swallow the seawater in the end? For some reason I felt sure Caccamo would resist that surrender until the last moment.
Ouch! I felt an exploratory nip on my shin. Sand crabs had peered out from sandy burrows while we were being staked. Zhakar-Ree said they would feast on our carcasses once we had drowned, but this crab was in a hurry to test the meat. It soon scuttled away. Couldn’t blame it. My meat is hardly young and tender.
I had to face it, though. I had done all I could out in the real world. My body now belonged to the crabs, but my mind was still my own for a little longer.
I closed my eyes and withdrew to the comforting embrace of my ghosts.
Except, the moment I got properly inside my head, I picked the biggest fight I could.
Now I’m about to die, I told Sanaa, we need to talk.
I sensed my other ghosts scramble for cover.
I’m listening, she said, in a voice littered with broken glass and flenser mines.
I wasn’t afraid of her now. In my current predicament, I explained, I have decided to believe decisively in the existence of an afterlife. In which case, I will soon be reunited with you and… I swallowed hard. This wasn’t easy to say.
You’ll meet our daughter, she said for me.
Our daughter. Yes. I think now is the time to give her a name.
For some reason, instead of plucking at the nerve endings that would light up my body in agony, she gave me the ghostly equivalent of an embrace while she searched for the strength to speak.
We stayed wrapped in each other until she was ready. Before I died, she said, I had been toying with the idea of ‘Phaedra’…
——
“Lay down your weapons!”
The voice arose from the sea, but I barely noticed because Bahati was assaulting Sanaa and me with reasons why our daughter’s name should be ‘pretty’, and I was fuming at her interference on the one matter that absolutely did not concern her. In. Any. Way.
But when the saltwater splashed in my face, I snapped open my eyes and brought two salient details to my immediate attention.
Firstly, the sea had advanced during my mental absence, and now lapped around my thighs.
Secondly, around a hundred humanoid figures were emerging from the waves all around me. Several of them pointed weapons in my direction and fired.
Grenades sailed over my head and gently popped as they landed behind me on the shelf of dry sand. I felt an instant of agony as red hot needles skewered the lumps along my spine. Then the pain vanished.
EMP munitions, said the Sarge, speaking as if he still had teeth and was determinedly gritting them. Low grade. Probably homemade. We’re safe.
I couldn’t turn my head to see behind but, from the volume and panic of the shouts coming from the dry sand near the cave, I guessed the Levelers and HUBsters on the beach were outnumbered around 10 to 1. There are no prizes for guessing what they did next.
The line of wet people fired into the air and the Levelers ran. I worried at my lower lip and suddenly realized that what the HUB man who’d tied my wrist had said about his family applied to me too. I didn’t know who these people were, but with Silky having at most five people with her, it wasn’t my home team. These new players were unlikely to be friendly. And I did have a living family to go back to now. I wanted to live. I tested my full strength against my bonds, but they only tightened.
I could picture part of the scene behind. Their personal comms fried by the EMP, the Levelers would be running to the cliff entrance up above the tide line to bring their fellows down and start a fire fight on the beach: a hail of metal, ceramalloy and plastics in which I would play the part of ineffectual soft cover.
What I couldn’t picture were the HUB people. Whose side would they take?
Shots rang out, fired into the sand in front of the cave from high above us on the clifftops. I heard the familiar sound of bodies crumpling, the wounded screaming, and those screams cut short by more fusillades. So far, it was my enemies retreating into the cave who were taking the punishment. I didn’t expect the balance to remain so one sided.
Then the screams ceased.
A couple of the HUB people who had bound us to the poles now had a change of heart. I didn’t blame them. I wouldn’t like it if my boss had sold me out to a gang of revolutionaries. In any case, they rushed out of cover and over to undo Lazheet and Caccamo. I hoped I was next.
The woman undoing Lazheet asked who the hell these amphibious invaders were who hadn’t fired a shot in anger. “They could have swept the entrance of our cave with ease,” she said, “but didn’t. Apart from the snipers on the cliffs. Everyone else has fired into the sand.”
I was equally perplexed. What kind of people assault a defended position with guns they didn’t use to kill?
I gasped.
Took you long enough to figure it out, said Sanaa. Dumbass.
“It’s the Catholic Army,” I said out loud, and then cursed myself for following Sanaa’s line with such a dumb comment.
One of the figures emerging from the waves took off his goggles and wetsuit hood. He had the diminutive stature of Navy personnel bred for life in the void.
“There is a perilously thin line between intimidation and violence,” the Impressively Reverend Bishop of Port Zahir told me. “However, I feel confident we have not crossed it.”
“What?” groaned Caccamo who was just coming to after his beating. “I must be hallucinating. They broke my shades. That can bring out hallucinations in a fellow. I’ve got to be hallucinating because…” He cleared his throat and his voice rang loud and clear. “Hot Sauce? Is that you?”
“Been a while since I went by that call sign, Squadron Leader.”
Hot Sauce?
For once, I was with the amphibious monks and other religious weird types in staring incredulously at the Bishop of Port Zahir. What the hell did he do to earn that kind of moniker?
Then one of the monks barked an order and the group fired up the beach. If my guess was correct, no one sentient was getting hurt, and what the Catholics didn’t know about the devastation they were wreaking on the sand crab population could wait until later.
“The arm didn’t grow back, funnily enough,” the bishop explained to his former squadron leader, “and the leg had to be cut even shorter. So I’ve been keeping busy doing other things for a while. I’m a Catholic bishop now. These stout-hearted men, women, and others are my flock, and volunteers from friendly rivals.”
At the talk of ‘others’ I looked again at the dripping figures. There were aliens amongst them, including a few amphibious Littoranes, but so far I couldn’t see anyone with Kurlei headlumps. I kept looking.
Shots came out from the cave, sending rounds tunneling through the water. They were answered by automatic fire from up in the cliffs. The fire from the defenders faltered and took on a ragged quality. But I’d seen their numbers and knew we had to get off this beach now before they rallied.
“They’re going to be your dead flock soon,” Caccamo pointed out.
“Don’t worry, Cacco,” replied the bishop. “We have a plan.”



— CHAPTER 23 —
“What?” I said as a pair of wetsuited women of the Catholic special forces began to free me from the post. “How?” I added for good measure. Never mind the bishop reminiscing with his old Navy buddy, I wanted to know what the hell was going on.
The bishop answered with a voice that could cut through ceramalloy plating. “If you get in with the Episcopal Alliance, Ndeki, you will be surprised at how far our fingers of influence extend.”
With a laugh, one of the women working to free my wrists said, “He means one of our flock is the quartermaster of the Port Zahir Sub-aqua Society. Or, she was. I suspect her club membership might soon be revoked.”
I stared at the bishop, still too stunned to trust that I wasn’t hallucinating. The evidence hung in the balance. Where was the bishop’s cane, for example? His stance and gait as he waded through the swell suggested he was still using prosthetics in place of two missing limbs, but he normally limped bent over his cane like an ancient, wizened creature from pre-history. Then there was Silky, who I had spotted a little to my left talking with Caccamo. As a nicely surreal touch, she had tied ribbons to her fronds. Very pretty they were too in iridescent russet brown, and rich green and blue: this season’s combat attire. Matched Caccamo’s searingly bright shirt, I supposed.
Some of the bishop’s assault team were dragging equipment crates out of the waves. I couldn’t identify their contents, but they were heavy enough to gouge deep channels through the wet sand. When they reached the top of the beach, just below the dip, Team God opened the crates to reveal what looked like industrial heaters ripped out of some poor defenseless building, and proceeded to attach them to portable zero-point batteries.
And there was more: snipers in the cliffs above the beach were continuing to pour a steady fire onto the opening into the base, and were using high-spec weapons to do so. I guessed they were the cause of the Leveler corpses. Given how much better armed Revenge Squad seemed to be than just about everyone else except the Civilian Defense Force, I dared to hope that the snipers were Shahdi, Nolog-Ndacu and my other friends.
I was rubbing the circulation back into my arms, and trying to figure out why anyone would bring heaters to the beach, when Silky began splashing over to me. She was waving her arms as if trying to tell me something. She was shouting too, but although my wife had many fine qualities, a voice that can cut through the noise of gunfire and waves like a plasma torch through flesh was not one of them.
As one, the monks all took a sudden attitude of prayer, hunched over with mouths open, eyes clamped shut and hands over ears.
Had Silky joined the priesthood?
And why had the snipers stopped firing?
Dammit, boy, said the Sarge. They aren’t praying.
I copied the bishop’s people a second before the upper slopes of the beach erupted in a firestorm of light and sound.
My hearing wasn’t what it once was – and was going to be even worse now – but I could hear the bombardment had come from two or three pieces firing a smoke and concussion mix, although I thought I’d heard a pico-nuke or two in there.
Sure enough, there followed a brief exfoliating deluge of sand, flung up by the explosion.
Definitely a pico-nuke.
The sand rain slackened and I followed the others in un-clasping my ears and turning my attention to advancing up the beach. The chain-link fence had been blasted flat, and the upper slopes were filled with black smoke that hung in a solid mass. It was more than dumb smoke: this was Smart Smoke. Any targeting systems the HUB base used wouldn’t see through the barrier and had probably been fried by its EMP component. Talking of which…
You okay in there? I asked my ghosts.
We’re buried under Ndeki-hide, replied Sanaa. Not much can penetrate that.
We were in the shallows now, wading up the beach with Silky splashing the last few steps to me.
I know technically this was a battlefield, but I threw out an arm to embrace her. I was wildly impressed that she had recruited the bishop’s special forces, and organized this rescue party. I was even more delighted that she’d gotten away from the cliff unscathed.
Whether it was the shock of a company of wetsuited monks emerging from the waves, the command and control issues of pushing two groups of people in a direction some didn’t want to go, or simply because they were hopelessly inept, we’d been let off lightly by the weakness of the defenders’ response to this beach invasion. But that couldn’t last.
Now the defenders rallied.
A hail of rounds spat through the smoke, skimming along the sand and fizzing into the shallow waves. A metallic ping announced a bullet ricocheting off the post I had been tied to minutes earlier.
From close by I heard three thumping impacts and then a sigh that sounded like a musical instrument of perfectly tuned crystal at the moment it shatters. I know that’s a hopeless description, but the sound was alien.
My alien!
“No!” I screamed. “Not again!”
I blinked back tears but it was a hopeless exercise so I shut them tightly, sealing me off from the outside world. But when I opened them, Silky was still lying inert on the beach, rocking gently in the swell’s edge, sandy brine flicking over her from the hail of bullets and darts coming thick and fast.
Then the nature of the heavy equipment dragged along the beach revealed itself when the devices hummed into life and seemed to swallow all noise and motion in front of them. They were force shunts, the energy-sucking defenses that turned the Legion X-Boat squadrons into battle winners. Caccamo must’ve liberated them from the Navy, but I was too angry to be impressed. Safe behind our shields, the flailing fire ceased, and my ears cleared enough to hear Silky groan.
“Why couldn’t you have set these shields up faster, you wixering maggots?” I screamed at the pretend army, but no one could answer.
I knelt in the waves and pressed a hand to Silky’s throat. Still a pulse. She opened her eyes and looked up at me. She gave me a pained grin and mumbled something, but not loudly enough for me to hear.
“Why?” I bellowed at the people around but they wouldn’t meet my eye.
“Easy, Ndeki,” said the bishop.
It was all I could do to keep my fists from smashing into the priest’s face. “Help her!” I ordered him. “Don’t leave her to die alone.” I jabbed a finger in his face. “I hold you accountable for that.”
“NJ, listen. I don’t think…”
Whatever the bishop said, I was not listening. I tuned him out, dismissed Silky from my mind, and turned to face the incoming fire.
Despite the order I had just given the bishop, there was no chance she would survive multiple gunshot wounds. I had many skills but resurrecting the dead was not one of them. What I could deliver was revenge. And this time it was personal.
I believe that the normal human reaction at this point would have been to rush to Silky’s side, to ease her pain, to be with her at the end. But I wasn’t human. I was an Assault Marine and that isn’t how we are built, not how we are designed. I did the only thing I could think of: I picked myself up from the sand, passed through a gap between the force shields and charged the cave, leaving Silky for dead.
I scrambled up the slope and carried on toward the cave mouth. On my way, I picked up a weapon from a fallen Leveler. Just as well I chose that moment to do so, because as I stooped down to grab the junior carbine, I felt my hair singe as a missile flew overhead into the Catholic army.
Horden’s bones! This was getting serious, I thought, and immediately corrected myself. This had already gotten serious.
Go through. Go deep, urged the Sarge.
Run! screamed Bahati and Sanaa in uncharacteristic unison.
A grim smile flashed on my face. Whatever my ghosts were by now, at the point I inserted them into my spine, they had been a fusion of stored Assault Marine personality and combat AI. We were all of us engineered for a single purpose, and that meant there was only one direction we understood: forward!
I sprinted through plumes of sand thrown up by small arms fire and the choking clouds still hanging in the air from our Smart Smoke munitions.
I may be of an age when I can foretell the coming day’s weather by the ache in my joints when I wake, but I can sprint fast when motivated enough. And I was super motivated. It wasn’t so much a sense of running for my life, as running for other people’s death, that squeezed every ounce of strength from me and put it into my charge across the deadly sands.
These people had shot my Silky. And I would not suffer them to live.



— CHAPTER 24 —
I leaped over a section of chainlink fence flattened by whatever heavy weaponry Silky had called in, and kept going, trusting the Smart Smoke to hide me.
It wasn’t until I reached the cave entrance, and the smoke thinned to the level of burning toast, that the stupidity of what I was doing hit me. If I’d pulled a dumb stunt like this during the war, I’d be in a thousand pieces of wet meat by now, scattered along the gleaming sands of the beach.
But this wasn’t the war. On Klin-Tula we restricted ourselves to toy guns, lest the authorities banned us as an illegal militia and went to war against us. And we didn’t have our combat AIs nor the ACE series combat armor with all of its targeting and sensor systems.
In other words, this was strictly amateur night. A determined idiot, temporarily blessed by the gods of outrageous fortune, could achieve the impossible. I kinda liked that.
And then I was out the smoke and inside the base.
A little late, I remembered the low walls of piled rocks angled back from the cave mouth, designed to catch me in enfilade fire.
Without slowing my pace, I took in what I was up against. The Revenge Squad prisoners were a hundred meters away – too far to help – backed up against the wall with rifles trained on them. I faced the defensive walls alone and I could see the Levelers had bolstered their defenses, because the walls bristled with barrels trying to shoot through the smoke and between the force shields on the beach.
They hadn’t noticed me. Yet.
I made my choice and shifted direction, aiming for the open end of the nearest defensive wall.
I felt a rumble of heavy machinery underfoot, but didn’t have time to check out this development because I was leaping for the rock wall.
One man on the far end of the wall spotted me, and swung his weapon around. But before he could shoot, I was in the air and my boot snapped his neck around sharply. Then he was falling and I was hurdling clear of the rocks. I kept on running.
Go deep, the Sarge urged again, but I needed no such encouragement. I kept charging ahead and threw myself over a fringe of rocks scattered another twenty paces deeper inside.
Pain stabbed mercilessly as I landed amidst a sprinkling of small rocks, metal debris and other assorted crap with sharp points and cruel edges. I had fallen upon HUB’s equivalent of the sweepings under the carpet left over from the war. I frowned. The detritus I had landed on looked too recent and too extensive. This looked more like the trash from significant engineering work carried out very recently. My bruised ribs agreed, but I ignored them, putting the mystery from my mind and allowing myself only three scant breaths to return some rigidity to my limbs before I looked out from my new cover for a split second. It was time to see how many enemies were coming to get me.
I had meant to snap my head up and then instantly down, but I was frozen with my head up when I saw who was charging my new position. I think the defenders had been more dazed by the flash bombs than I realized, and were now distracted by an armored behemoth that was emerging from the sand below the cave mouth. Instead of a squad of bad guys rushing my position, I was staring at the Super Reverend Bishop of Port Zahir, and my wife. One had lost half his limbs and normally limped with a cane (he was obviously a crafty, lying veck and in that moment I loved him for it) and the other had been shot, but the flak armor visible beneath the shredded ruins of her wetsuit was now obvious. Talking of obvious, the ribbons tied to her headlumps streamed out behind her, a perfect invitation to any of the defenders looking for a brightly colored target to shoot at.
It appeared the capricious gods were smiling upon more than just the one idiot this morning, but capricious they were nonetheless, because no sooner had I gloried in our good fortune when two Levelers turned and noticed the bishop and Silky.
My mind snapped back into working order, my jaw closed and I pulled into my shoulder the junior carbine I’d looted from the fallen Leveler. I pointed the barrel at the pair of defenders intent on gunning down Silky and the bishop. I took aim and…
And… and nothing. Again! I couldn’t pull the frakking trigger.
I cried a tear of frustration while I watched in agonizing slowness as Silky and the bish kept coming, oblivious to the two Levelers who had plenty of time to take careful aim and…
And then things got really confusing.
Someone behind me shot at the two Levelers and they fell. Dead.
Simultaneously, I sensed danger to my left. A Leveler was coming at me with a knife – I think she had been cowering amid the debris for safety but she was a combatant now. I could see the green poison oozing out of her blade tips. That’s the problem with limiting the use of guns, everyone seemed to have honed their knife skills.
I swung the stock of my carbine at her knife – causing the blade to clatter down to the cave floor, though I could barely hear because the metal thing birthing from the sands was shaking itself free with a whine of high-pitched motors. I continued my swing through 360 degrees – spotting other figures nearby on my way around – and on my second turn clubbed the Leveler on the side of her head. She crumpled in the way that said she wasn’t getting up any time soon.
Before I could turn to face whoever had shot the Levelers, strong arms pinned my arms behind me and caught me in a choke hold. Meaty hands cupped over my mouth and shuttered my eyes, though not before I glimpsed the pop-up defensive wall that had finally emerged, bristling with motorized turrets bearing large caliber cannons.
I thought I heard Silky protesting, but I was being dragged back through the sand and detritus and despite my best efforts to shake free without throttling myself, my ears were still pounding with the rush of having sprinted up the beach, and leaping over two lines of rocks. Just then the defensive platform opened up. I was deafened. These weren’t toy carbines, they were proper guns, and proper guns are loud.
I wasn’t sure if the broadsides from this micro-scale battleship could pound their way through the force shields, but they wouldn’t need to. It would only take a few salvos to gouge deep craters out of the sand, toppling the shields into them. After that, any flak armor the Sub-Aqua Club Catholics might have borrowed would offer as much protection as Caccamo’s beach shirt, and be considerably less likely to confuse targeting systems.
To be honest, I was a spent force, and I hadn’t a clue what was happening to us until I was dragged through a blast proof door set into the side of the cave. As soon as the door clanged shut, the noise level dropped significantly – as did I when the restraining hands let me go and I fell to my knees.
I found my balance and looked around. The world suddenly made a little more sense.
Not much, but this was a start.



— CHAPTER 25 —
Having Silky with me helped put my mind at ease. I didn’t recognize the four humans and a Littorane who had grabbed us, but her mind felt excitable, eager to carry the fight to the enemy, but not to the people who had snatched us. All in all, the omens were good that I wasn’t just about to suffer another beating.
“Sylk-Peddembal,” said a computer-translated voice behind me.
“Xamajeeli-Lek,” acknowledged Silky to the Pavnix who was standing behind me.
“Thank you,” I told the Pavnix, turning to look vaguely in its direction because most species like you to look their way when you talk. “Thank you for saving these two useless twonks who ran after me.”
A red highlight grew between the eyes of the Pavnix’s wedge-shaped head that it had extended toward me on its telescopic neck. The colorations spread and flashed across its face. I chose to interpret that as a happy sign.
The ugly alien wasn’t the only one to be happy. “I am most pleased to see you not dead,” Silky told me and squeezed my shoulder affectionately. It was the nicest thing she’d ever told me, although she spoiled it a little when her eyes defocused and she added, “Alpha, Beta Batteries, ready a 0.25 kiloton armor piercing barrage.”
“I have heavy weapons on the cliffs covering the entrance,” she explained to anyone who wasn’t keeping up with events. She paused, widening her eyes as she regarded me. “NJ, do I have a choice?”
I knew what she meant. She was talking about deploying GX-cannon, probably X-ray munitions too. In contrast to the not-very-lethal munitions that had covered our advance up the beach, this was a serious escalation, but out on the beach our Catholic army would be getting slaughtered. Revenge Squad policy was absolutely clear with regard to heavy weapons. They were kept in reserve for the ultimate emergencies, but in practice they were intended more as a deterrent than to be used, because if they were ever used it could spell the end of Revenge Squad. The authorities turned a blind eye to Revenge Squad’s antics when it suited them, but if we started tossing X-ray munitions around that blind eye would blink and suddenly its sight would become acute. The Civilian Defense Force would then take out Revenge Squad worldwide with extreme prejudice.
“There is a choice,” I said grimly. “And it is yours to make. I’ll back you whatever.”
“My people are dying,” pleaded Silky, and I yearned to hold her, to give her strength. But I’d never cuddled up to any of my Jotun officers in the war, and combat cuddling was an innovation too far for an old war dog like me.
“My people are dying,” the bishop corrected her.
“Nonetheless, they are my responsibility,” said Silky. “Alpha, Beta Batteries, commence firing on my mark.”
“Stop!” shouted the Pavnix, not understanding that once Silky had made up her mind, no mortal force in the galaxy could change it.
“Three… Two…” She never got to ‘one’ on account of I put my finger to her lips.
“I trust Old Leaky Veck,” I told her. “I trust it enough for five seconds. Hear it out for that long.”
“Finally,” huffed the Pavnix. “Someone with a little sense of honor, and I find it within a human of all things. NJ McCall, what do you think my team have been up to since I left you in the tunnels?”
“I don’t care,” I snapped back. “People are dying. Tell us now why we shouldn’t open fire.”
“Because your people are not dying.”
Silky and I must’ve looked a right picture as we blinked at each other in confusion.
“Probably not dying,” added the Pavnix, just to put our minds at rest. “My people have been hacking the targeting systems of the defensive platform that has just deployed. The actual target range set into the weapons is triple what the targeting systems are reporting to the gunners, and elevation is 18° higher than they realize. The gaibolga gulls out in the bay are suffering but your people, Bishop, are safe.”
“Maybe,” said the bishop, “but your HUB people are not stupid. When the Smart Smoke clears, they will soon realize and compensate accordingly.”
“I hope not too soon,” said the Pavnix.
Silky screamed in anger.
I’d never heard that before. It was a low alto pitch, but with the fierce intensity of an unbridled scream. “I need better than hope,” she shouted. “I need facts, and words are too slow.”
She reached her long fingers inside the folds of her tattered clothing and fished out the cable we used to connect our minds. But this intimacy wasn’t for me. Not this time. She plugged one end into the port on her neck, as normal. The Pavnix extended its horizontal neck, allowing Silky to plug the other end of the cable into a socket beneath its squared off chin.
Don’t act so jealous, snapped Bahati. It’s demeaning for the rest of us.
I’m not jealous, I replied. Just surprised. I thought that when Silky and I made the connection across species boundaries, we were doing something unique.
I looked to the two engaged in wideband conferencing while the rest of us stood around like unneeded functionaries. The Pavnix’s HUB loyalists tolerated the bishop and me, and I ignored them in turn. I directed my energies instead at the bishop formerly known as Hot Sauce.



— CHAPTER 26 —
I stared at the Bishop of Port Zahir.
Frankly, I didn’t know what to make of the former X-Boat pilot. The limp had been discarded and the old space rat had sprinted up the beach like an athlete. He seemed to be on first name terms with a lot of shady people with guns. Most of all, he had not only listened when I urged him to muster a scratch army of his worshippers, but he’d actually gone and frakking done it. I had never been short of ideas when I’d served with the 801st Muleheads, and people had paid attention to me then, but this was the first time anyone had done so since I arrived on this planet. I didn’t altogether like the notion. If people started taking me seriously, I might have to start being responsible. Still, he’d saved my life and I probably ought to appear grateful.
I cleared my throat and gave it my best shot. “Thank you for seeing sense and taking my advice to tool up and join the good fight.”
The bishop raised a luxuriant eyebrow. “Your wife is persuasive, and I had the sense that someone greater was speaking through both of you.”
I laughed at the ridiculous implication. “I’ll take whatever allies I can get. But what the hell were you thinking of following me up the beach and through the defenses? I’m hoping you brought plasma grenades with you. No? At least a flenser carbine?”
“NJ, I’m here because I’m concerned for your soul. I am armed only with the truth.”
“Mader Zagh, Bish! Cut the wixering chodder. You saw me charge and followed on instinct. You must have felt like you were back in the Second Battle of Khallini, on a torpedo run against our capital ships. Deny it!”
The bishop lowered his head. “It is true.” He ducked as a round ricocheted off the far side of the blast door.
I felt a familiar quickening in my gut. I had fought for the Imperial faction at Khallini, against the upstart Human Legion. But that was long ago, and I had grown to love the Legion’s Navy rats. They are a foulmouthed lot, but once you know how to speak the right kind of filth, they make a lot of sense.
“NJ,” growled the Bishop of Port Zahir.
“What?”
“Leave the metaphysical drent to me, you wixering pig-licking drellock and help your wife to take out the bad guys.”
“Right.”
I glanced at Silky, who was still plugged into Leaky Veck. “She’s a little busy with her new best friend,” I said.
In the awkward silence that followed, I had that itching sensation telling me I was being stupid about something important. The Sarge picked up on this and ordered me to debrief the bishop. I know I was having a very bad day, what with everyone trying to torture and kill me, but I was embarrassed that I hadn’t thought to ask the obvious question until then.
“So, er, what exactly is the plan?” I asked the bishop.
“My people make a demonstration. Flush the Levelers out for the reception awaiting them at the rear escape hatches. The police are waiting there, their numbers heavily reinforced by my monks.”
Police? Someone had been busy. And smart.
The bishop bit his space rat lip. “The problem is, we weren’t expecting such resistance and my people won’t shoot to kill.”
“And I did not expect you to win allies from within HUB itself,” said Silky. She unplugged and I bathed in the warmth of her admiration. Admittedly, she had started with low expectations of me but, damn it, she was right. I had done good.
“Will you fight with us?” I asked the Pavnix.
“The mental link through the cable is effective,” it replied. “I worked with Kurlei scouts many times during the war, as your wife worked with my kind. It makes it possible to trust.” It looked at me a funny way, tilting a head that had suddenly acquired a sky blue tinge. I wondered what secrets had it learned about me… and about Silky. “Yes,” said the alien, “we shall be allies.”
“Good,” I replied, “then stop all this jibber jabber and start acting like the soldier you once were. What are you all waiting for?” I shot a look at the bishop. “Please tell me we’re not waiting for divine intervention.”
“Sorry to disappoint,” said Silky. “We are waiting for Xamajeeli-Lek’s team of HUB loyalists to muster.”
“And then do we attack?”
“Yes, NJ. Then we fight.”



— CHAPTER 27 —
I detest waiting.
The crump of heavy gunfire from the pop-up battleship shook choking clouds of dust into the stuffy air of the chamber, which was devoid of anything except we handful of useless non-combatants, and the suffocating knowledge that we were doing nothing.
A door opened. Not the blast door I’d been dragged through, but one leading into the interior of the base.
I realize then how fatigued I was, because I hadn’t even noticed the door. Or armed myself.
Leaky Veck’s HUB people had no such problem and got ready to blast away at whoever appeared.
The door swung fully open to reveal a young human woman in an orange-and-brown-patterned flak vest, hair the size of a stellar nebula, and loaded up with a SA-75(h) GX Mobile Mini Cannon, essentially a halfway house between the SA-71 and the tripod mounted GX-Cannon. Needless to say, given the mini gun weighed 180 pounds, she was of Marine heritage.
“Thank God,” she said, which made me wonder how busy the bishop had been hereabouts. “It’s all in place, Lieutenant Xamajeeli-Lek.”
I almost wilted with relief. I decided I liked this woman, and it would have been a shame to see her blasted to bloody rags.
“We are as ready as we’re going to be,” she added ducking through the door and bringing five more HUB people in her wake.
Apparently, at this point I should be noting the way her leggings emphasized the refined muscles of her sturdy legs, and how the mini-gun’s backpack of hi-tech death gave her an aura of extreme danger that I rather liked. But I can’t because I hadn’t noticed any such details. When the bishop kicked me in the butt and reminded me I was married, I hotly protested my innocence.
Simultaneously, Silky and Leaky Veck turned to regard me.
“Her name is Ithlenief,” said the Pavnix.
“Who?” I protested.
“If you both survive this day,” said Silky, “I would recommend you attempt human mating with her. However, I will warn you that Xamajeeli-Lek says you are at least a century too old for her tastes.”
I glared at my wife. “Will you two freaks stop going all alien on me and focus?”
The Pavnix pulled a device from a belt slung around its neck. Meanwhile, Ithlenief alternated between aiming the business end of her mini-gun at me and at Silky, unsure who to riddle with supersonic darts first. She had to be the sniper Shahdi had described as arousing even Chikune’s notice.
“Excuse the one with the lumpy head,” I told the young fighter. “She’s not normally allowed out amongst humans without a chaperon in case she says something stupid.”
“I was thinking of you,” Silky shot back hotly. “I felt the sexual response building in your subconscious.”
She’s right, said Bahati. It was getting pretty steamy in here.
Before I could curse my misfortune at having my subconscious on display to everyone but myself, the gods proved they were still smiling on me. The Pavnix thumbed the device in its hand and an explosion rang out in the main cave that threw us all to the dirt.



— CHAPTER 28 —
We emerged through the blast door and into a silence so thick it was as if the force of the explosion had blown all sound from the cave. The defensive platform, which should be pulverizing anything living on the beach, instead listed like an ironclad battleship holed beneath the surface. Flames licked around the bases of the rotating turrets mounted with large caliber guns pointing uselessly at the sky.
The Pavnix, who had put on an impressive turn of speed, now halted. Its face turned banana yellow. “We’ve only had that bastard operational for two months,” it said. “We still owe millions on the debt.”
Even through the toneless computer translation, I could feel the alien’s pain.
“My friends, we are here to flush out the defenders,” the bishop reminded us. “Many of them are good people, merely poorly led. If you murder them, the stain of their deaths shall be upon your souls.”
I think the bishop was getting ahead of himself – typical fighter pilot – because defenders still manned the two rock walls and our Revenge Squad prisoners were pressed up against the far cave wall, guarded by a half-dozen Levelers.
Some of the Levelers along the defensive walls noticed us, and we took cover amongst the scattered rocks and debris. The defenders looked dazed and nervous. No one was firing at the moment, and with our appearance to their rear, some of the Levelers began to look longingly at the three exits that led deeper into the base.
The bishop pulled off his wetsuit and strode out into the center of the cave. Every gaze was upon him, as were the sights of a dozen guns, but the priest ignored them all and shouted in a voice that was amplified to uncanny levels by the cave’s acoustics. “In the name of God, and the Episcopal Council of Earth, this bloodshed will cease now!”
The defenders looked at each other warily, either reluctant to upset the Big Boss upstairs, or perhaps calculating that if the shooting started again, they wouldn’t get out alive.
The bishop’s cry was answered by a cheer from the beach. They must’ve thought their leader was dead.
The cheering subsided but then a single voice – sounding suspiciously like Caccamo – started up a chant that was swiftly taken up and repeated on every lip and mouth part.
“Hot Sauce! Hot Sauce!”
Still chanting the bishop’s former call sign, the Catholics stormed the entrance. Armed but not firing.
At that moment, hatches opened at the rear of two pop-up battleship turrets, releasing a cloud of smoke, followed swiftly by fleeing HUB people, including their leader, Mayrik. It was too much for the defenders lining the walls who dropped their weapons and ran for the rear of the base.
But first they had to get past Leaky Veck and its merry band of HUB loyalists who raced to intercept Mayrik and his traitors.
I left them to it, and made for the Revenge Squad prisoners as my priority. Three of their guards ran. Two remained, hands high in surrender.
My attention was on those who were running. The bug in my brain might prevent me from shooting them, but they didn’t know that. I aimed my carbine above their heads.
Let them go, said Bahati with an unusual note of pleading, and I could feel the other denizens of my head backed her up.
It’s not easy to feel a connection to your foe when rounds are flying through the air and embedding in the flesh of people you care about, but even I could see that if the Levelers had any military sense, then they would have killed the Revenge Squad prisoners the moment the shooting started. Many of the Levelers clearly did have a lot of military sense, and they had spared their prisoners through a conscious decision. I guessed at the conflicted loyalties for the rank and file Levelers. I’d fought against the Human Legion in the early stages of the civil war. At least then, when soldiers changed sides, we tended to do so at divisional level or higher. This was more personal. To my surprise, I wanted to understand their motivation.
“Why didn’t you shoot the prisoners?” I asked one of the Levelers who had surrendered.
He spat on the ground. “That Zhakar-Ree is a power hungry tyrant. It’s not even her real name. What kind of degenerate hides behind a false name?”
What kind, indeed? asked Bahati. You’ll always be Sergeant Joshua to me.
I willed her to be quiet. This was no time to debate whether I should have added McCall to my real name.
“I hope and pray you don’t have an ambush waiting out back,” continued the surrendered HUBber. “But if you do, I hope you kill Zhakar-Ree.”
He looked at me like he’d asked a question that required an answer. “Well, do you?” he spelled out.
“An ambush? Probably.” I shrugged. “To be honest, I know even less than you do.”
That wasn’t true. I didn’t know what kind of reception the bishop and the police had planned, but I knew the amphibious invasion force who had stormed the beach was comprised of the kind of ruthless bastards who would first pin you down with a hail of questions about your immortal soul, and then blast away at your spiritual defenses until you were forced to confront the moral consequences of your actions.
“I lied,” I told him. “If you’re fast and strong, you stand a chance of getting through the horror that’s waiting for you. Go now. Run!”
He appraised me for a moment, before seeming to conclude that I now spoke the truth. “We’re all former Legionaries,” he told me. “We deserve a little dignity and respect. That’s all most of us are asking for.”
He turned and ran… straight into two of the freed Revenge Squad prisoners, bad-ass looking former space rats who had grabbed rifles from the surrendering Levelers.
“Let him go,” I told the rats.
Shock lit up their faces like exploding stars. “What?”
I interposed myself between the ex-prisoners and their former captor. “You want a piece of him, you have to go through me first.”
The Leveler sprinted for the rear of the cave. I shuffled sideways with my arms held wide to keep myself in the line of fire.
In truth, I was so exhausted that all it would take from the space rats would be a hefty sneeze, and I would drop like a sack of stones. We all knew that, but my new comrades limited themselves to glaring at me in a way that made clear I could add two names to the list of people who detested me.
I kept my eyes open long enough to conduct a little situation update. The Leveler had gotten away, the HUB people in the pop-up battleship had surrendered to Leaky Veck and its faction, dripping wet Catholics were flooding inside, bringing their liberated space fighter shields with them, and best of all, I could see an alien with skin like baked fish running my way with her young legs still filled with a disgusting amount of energy. The ribbons in her fronds streaming out behind her now seemed playful rather than an invitation to shoot her dead.
Then my tired mind updated its analysis of the data incoming from my artificial eyes. Silky wasn’t running to me, she was racing to intercept Mayrik who had escaped Leaky Veck’s HUBbers. How the hell had he gotten away?
Then I saw the combat blade he held in one hand, a glaze of lurid green poison flowing over the coating of fresh blood.
“Stop him!” I shouted at the former Revenge Squad prisoners.
“But you said to let him go,” said an aggrieved sounding ship rat.
“Not him, him!” I said, pointing at Mayrik. When the rats didn’t act, I rolled my eyes in disbelief, gathered my last dregs of energy, and threw myself at the passing HUB leader.
I grabbed him from behind. I was very wary of that blade, but I had only friends and allies around me, so I simply gave him a bear hug and overbalanced until we toppled clumsily to the ground. It wasn’t the flashiest of unarmed combat attacks, but it was enough for the others to disarm him.
To my dismay, they did no such thing. Mayrik was a former Marine too, but he had far more fire in his muscles than me, and I was supremely aware of the poison blade the squirming man was trying to free up and stab into my flesh.
“No, NJ,” said the Pavnix. “Let him go.”
Mayrik’s struggles were loosening my grip, but I ignored the Pavnix and held on grimly. Whose side was this ugly alien on?
They’re men, said Sanaa. They need to do the manly thing. I didn’t think she had fully recovered from the episode when I pulled Bahati from my flesh. Her explanation made no sense because the Pavnix was not a man. It wasn’t even male. Probably.
Not the Pavnix, idiot. That was still Sanaa in case you were wondering. The HUB people are mostly human males so any change of authority needs to be carried out under the influence of testosterone.
She had some seriously sexist notions, my first wife, but she did understand people better than I ever could. Even so, I wasn’t ready to let Mayrik go.
Marines settled seniority in hand-to-hand combat as recently as the Seventh Frontier War, I corrected her. General McEwan’s mother, of all people, fought against a Horden descendant for the right to lead the detachment at Akinschet.
Bahati intervened. Ndeki, I think you should trust Sanaa on this.
Damn! I couldn’t resist both of them allied against me. Mayrik sensed my weakness and broke free. He leaped to his feet and slashed at me with the knife, but he was just toying with me. There was a ritual to be performed here, and I was not a part of it.
I scrambled away and everyone moved to new positions in such an orderly manner that they looked like pieces being set up in a board game.
The HUB people ringed the cleared circle, and focused inward on Leaky Veck and Mayrik in what had become a gladiatorial arena.
While they were busy doing the manly thing (as some saw it) Caccamo took charge of both Team Hot Sauce and all Revenge Squad personnel, ordering us to take up positions in the amphitheater, and lay harassing fire against anyone we didn’t like the look of who appeared in the three rear entrances to the cave.
He tasked Lazheet, the not-Magenta, to keep watch on the HUBbers to our rear.
The Levelers tried several times to enter the cave, more in confusion than in a determined effort to retake the area.
Meanwhile, Leaky Veck and its loyalists were still engaged in coming to terms with the HUB family split.
I kept my carbine close, even though there weren’t enough weapons to go around, and tried to play my part. I fired my carbine into the roof, not wanting another reminder of my dirty little secret, but warning shots were all we required for the moment.
The HUB people finally finished their family feuding, and I was pleased to see the Pavnix leading them and the former, human, commander lying dead in the center of the arena.
United at last, the Revenge Squad and HUB teams readied to advance deeper into the base.
I couldn’t join them. I should have done but I was exhausted. It was more than aching muscles: my joints were in open rebellion in alliance with my lungs, which were rattling like a worn-out boiler.
“Just need… A second to get my breath back…” I announced to the world.
“Me too,” said the bishop who had returned to liaise with us after rallying his flock.
“Understood,” said Caccamo. “Sylk-Peddembal, stay with these two and help our beach army to seal the rear-left and rear-right exits. Bottle them up with the shield shunts. The rest of us will press on through the main tunnel and out to the rear hatches.”
Under our direction, the church people got the force shunts set up rapidly. Strictly speaking, they were called dimensional shunters, and their principal purpose wasn’t to protect X-Boats from incoming fire, but to dump the ship’s heat and momentum into the Klein-Manifold Region, which I didn’t really understand except it was Someplace Else. X-Boats with working energy shunters could change speed and direction at rates that would liquefy unprotected crews, while the pilots – people such as Caccamo and Hot sauce – didn’t even spill their coffee.
Even so, I wouldn’t dare to walk in front of one. Unfortunately, the more tech-minded amongst the beach army insisted the energy shunters should not bleed from one into the other, so we left gaps a meter wide between them. We didn’t block the exits so much as choke them off, daring anyone to pass through the gaps we had left.
Eventually, one group did. I guessed they were HUB stragglers, still loyal to Mayrik and probably didn’t realize he was dead. They were well armed.
“Surrender!” I told the leader, standing up from behind the amphitheater and letting him know my carbine was targeted on his heart. “Mayrik is dead.”
My target snapped off a burst of darts from his SA-71 and ran for cover. I tracked him in my sights all the way but no matter how hard I tried, I just could not pull the trigger.
Silky could. She shot him in the hand.
He dropped his SA-71 and kept on running.
Silky shot his foot. That stopped him.
The fight went out of the others. HUBbers, and the beach army – still in their wetsuits – surged around the intruders. They might not like killing anyone, but the God people were not gentle.
“I see we have the same handicap, my son,” said the bishop. “Thou shalt not kill is a tricky thing for a soldier. Maybe there is still hope for your soul.”
“No, Bish. I’ve no moral qualms about killing. Just that my brain’s been frakked by too much war and too many concussions. If you’re under any illusion that my head is in working order, then face facts – I’m married to an alien, can’t shoot to kill, have long conversations with the voices in my head, and haven’t felt the loving touch of man nor woman since…”
I was going to say since Bahati died – not counting the paid kind of loving – but I’d already said too much. Damn, but that priest was far too good at opening up your soul and peering inside.
“I wouldn’t worry about that last point too much longer,” said the bishop. Leered might be a better description, because he gave Silky a look that wasn’t suited to a Catholic bishop so much as to a Navy X-Boat pilot with the world – and its prettier denizens – at his feet.
Then he was tumbling – his good leg swept from under and his prosthetic unable to compensate.
He hit the sandy floor hard, and lolled there spitting out the grains. I think there might have been a tooth among that lot.
“Don’t upset my husband,” roared Silky.
We looked at each other, the former space rat turned Catholic bishop and I, mirror images of a sort with the same raised eyebrow in amusement at Silky’s intervention to save the Assault Marine damsel in distress.
A blaze of motion snapped against my head. Before I could react, an alien fist had cut across the bishop’s jaw. A split second later, a matching alien foot landed in my solar plexus and set me staggering back against the stone steps, gasping for air to reflate my lungs.
“They told me they were the last in the side branches,” Silky informed us, and I recalled she had spoken with the fresh prisoners. “They believed that to be the truth.”
She took up the SA-71 the HUBber had dropped. Silky was strong by normal human standards but didn’t have the build of a Marine. The weapon looked heavy in her hands but she seemed to know what she was doing and I didn’t pass comment.
“Keep this lot from hurting themselves,” she ordered me. Then she bounded off after Caccamo and the others.
I held my hand down to the bishop and helped him to his feet. He rubbed his jaw. “We should follow but… My son, I do not fear the bullets and plasma rounds of the Levelers, but I fear your wife’s wrath.”
“Won’t God protect you? Even from her?”
His face told me that I’d said the wrong thing.
“I mean no insult,” I told him. For some reason I wanted to impress the man of God. “I don’t understand religion.”
“God extends his protection over His servants while they perform His service, but He expects you not to call upon His protection too readily. He would not want you to deliberately walk off a clifftop, for example. Nor would He want–”
“Nor would He want you to walk into my wife’s fist.”
The bishop smiled beatifically. “Exactly.”
I looked critically at him. For the first time in my life, religion made a little sense. Before I had time for a spiritual awakening, the staccato beat of heavy automatic fire came from the tunnels Silky had entered, and drove away whatever I was about to say.
With a fresh morsel of energy, I ran after Silky.



— CHAPTER 29 —
My advance through the base was too confusing to describe clearly. The passageways zigzagged, and were half collapsed in places, meaning I had to clamber over obstacles using limbs that would never forgive me. My mind was fuzzing over with fatigue too, and I only grew more confused when I finally reached the rear of the base and started to ascend through switchback ramps hung with anti-missile netting.
Somewhere along the way, I’d left my carbine behind, but finding myself unarmed didn’t even slow me. The route was peppered with blood and bodies. None of them with fronds and ribbons, but the need to keep it that way spurred me on, testing new limits to my endurance.
My ghosts cursed, encouraged, and shamed me onward. I remember Bahati’s voice most clearly, the raw panic that made her sound on the edge of tears. I knew my most recently dead human wife was jealous of Silky and her warm living young flesh, and Bahati’s horror at the thought of losing her living counterpart touched my heart and fueled my muscles.
I caught up with Silky in what looked like a guard post, so close to the cliff top exit that I could smell the grass and the sea air. I heard voices from the outside.
She nearly riddled me full of darts when I surprised her, but when she recognized me, a very human smile came to her face that broadened to inhuman dimensions as I raced toward her.
I reckon she thought I was running to her in some kind of human emotional response, but I was actually about to throw myself at her legs to tackle her to the ground. I had to stop her because she was about to do something stupid. But I do listen to Sanaa and Efia sometimes, and just before I reached Silky, it occurred to me that it would be easier just to talk to her. For good measure, I was also momentarily mystified why my ghosts had been so unflinching in driving me on to rescue Silky as if she were helpless, when in fact she was the one with the SA-71, not to mention a kick like a torpedo.
“Stop right there,” I ordered her. “Don’t speak! Don’t do anything!”
She frowned but didn’t speak.
“Think, Silky!” I added in a whisper, “You’re carrying a mil-spec weapon.”
“But we’ve already fired a barrage of–”
I shook my head violently. Amazingly, she trusted me enough to stop whatever she was about to say.
“We’ve done nothing but fire a barrage of love,” I said very deliberately. “We are innocent victims here. What a good job it is that if the police should happen to be nearby then there will be evidence. Video and microphone evidence. Microphones that will hear what you and I are saying right now. For our protection, do you understand?”
I could see she did. “Alpha, Beta,” she said, “time to go home and tidy up before we get back.”
A figure came walking toward us from the exit to the clifftop. He was dressed in baggy shorts, beach shirt, and wore sandals on stained feet. He was covered in blood that didn’t appear to be his own.
“We’re playing a game upstairs,” he said. “Role-playing. You know, dress ups?” He patted the two of us in our backs and guided us out of the base. “I only came here for a stroll on the beach, happened to chance across my pals at HUB, and what a lot of excitement and racket they have been up to. Come on, it’s rude not to join in.”



— CHAPTER 30 —
Propelled by Caccamo, I walked side by side with Silky into a grassy channel between two rocky mounds that I realized were concealed guard posts. The calls of angry gaibolga gulls echoed off the cliff walls below, and waves lapped against rocks at their base as the tide advanced.
“Oh, good. I spy my least favorite new arrival in the city, Mr. McCall and his alien bride.”
“Come to arrest some more males to tickle your fancy, Rachel?” I answered the police captain who had appeared at the channel’s exit, flanked by two humans in the dark green uniform of the provincial police. I didn’t recognize these two from my visit to the station house. I think her new helpers were more likely to spend their days at the monastery.
Captain Silverberg glared at me, so I added, “If you can’t wait to take us back to your office, do you want me to strip off now? If you ask nicely, Silky can lend you a ribbon.”
If Silverberg’s glare was an act, she was damned convincing. Caccamo regarded me with a new respect. I could tell he wanted to join in, but I was too tired to banter. I shook my head, and trudged out the channel and into the bowl-shaped depression it fed into. I guess it was designed to conceal ingress and egress to what had been a military facility, but now that depression was rimmed with people in police uniforms corralling the HUB, Leveler, and Revenge Squad groups. Everyone protested their innocence vigorously.
Three police GX-cannon pointed down into the depression. Except, the police had no access to such heavy weapons. I noted the black tape stuck onto the breech blocks, and knew that Revenge Squad logos were hidden underneath. Seeing the contents of our armory out on loan reminded me.
“Boss!” I said.
Silky and Caccamo looked round.
“Big Boss,” I clarified. “When we showed up at HQ and no one was home, we just walked in and helped ourselves.”
“Of course,” Caccamo replied. “Organizing security is such a pain in the butt, and why bother? Who would be stupid enough to pilfer from a Revenge Squad facility?”
“But Zhakar-Ree tortured you to reveal the access codes.”
“Because I told her the place was wired with enough booby traps to wipe out half this sorry pack of Levelers. And if a man is willing to die to protect something then it stands to reason that something must be valuable indeed.”
I shook my head. “Why, you crafty old bastard.”
“Thank you, Acting Auxiliary McCall. And that’s why I’m the boss. The big boss. Now, let’s sort matters out with the nice police lady, and get back to the Slaughterhouse. The Leveler boss got one thing right. I do have quarterly profit targets to deliver, and I’m not going to do that standing around chatting at the seaside, however pleasant … the first thing… next few weeks…”
Did he just say the Slaughterhouse? asked Bahati. How come we never had such cool names for places while I was still alive?
I didn’t know. I could hear Caccamo talking but I couldn’t keep track of the words. He sounded as mad as a Hardit on heat. I would enjoy getting to know him. Later.
I found I had drifted up above the bowl, and was shuffling weary legs toward a spur of ceramalloy sticking incongruously out of the clifftop, nestled in weeds.
The horizon drew in on my world. Silky was alive, well, and as impossible as always. My ghosts were with me. That was all I knew.
The spur was shoulder height. I guessed it was a relic of an observation post, the rest of which had long since been blasted into oblivion.
The noise from the crowds of arrested people went quiet. I felt Silky’s mind in my own, sensed her watchful concern.
I tried to remember the questions I needed to ask Silky about the memory recording she’d made for me. There had been something vital, but I couldn’t remember what that was. I slumped down, noticing on my descent that animals were using the ruined post as a clifftop restroom facility.
My bone-weary body cared not a jot.
I needed rest. So did my ghosts.
I closed my eyes and left the concerns of this world to others while I slept. We had nothing left to give.



— CHAPTER 31 —
Six months later
 
The pilot tugs guiding the cargo ship into the bay sounded their horns, scattering the dung whales feasting on the effluent flow to the north of Coffman Wharf.
Must be a Littorane crew, I decided. Not that their race bothered me. I was beginning to grow accustomed to the cosmopolitan nature of the port, and my push toward tolerance of alien diversity included the squat, amphibian Littoranes, with their tails that had a habit of bashing into decent folk, and their love of all natural creatures of the sea (whether inside the water, or on a plate). Most of all, I was grateful that the horn blasts would shut up the ever noisy gaibolga gulls for a few moments of respite.
I glanced at the police officer who sat across the table from Silky and me. Rachel Silverberg was building up a head of steam to tell us something awkward.
I was happy to wait. The sun was smiling down upon the terrace outside Kaduna’s Café on H’Sien Dock. I don’t have many good things to say about the planet of Klin-Tula, but I’ll admit its sun can bathe you in a pleasant warmth without sneakily killing you with high-energy particles.
Besides, we had coffee. And artisan bread. These are not luxuries that encourage haste.
Compared with the alternative of stunning us when we least expected and finding ourselves waking up in an interrogation cell, Kaduna’s Café was a definite step up. Silverberg probably summoned us here because the coffee was even better than police coffee. More expensive too, but then Revenge Squad was paying. Nonetheless, now I had explained to Silky that our asses belonged to this woman, we knew we had no choice but to be here.
“Zhakar-Ree was released without charge this morning,” said Silverberg. Her gaze moved directly from her fluted coffee cup to the ship in the bay, taking care to avoid meeting our eyes en route.
“The magistrate’s office threw out the charges due to evidence corruption. There was no such thing, of course. We carried out every detail of the operation with meticulous care. Zhakar-Ree has connections and I do not.”
The news wasn’t a surprise, but came as a blow all the same. It had been six months since that eventful day on the beach. At first, Silverberg had been a blur of energy, unwilling to waste a single second in her eagerness to pursue the Levelers, and their dreams of insurrection, while they were caught off balance by the arrests at the HUB base.
But as every day passed, it became more obvious even to us that she was uncovering connections that sank deeper and broader into places only the bravest law officer would delve.
Rachel Silverberg did so delve. She must have known this would be the result, but I guess she was that rarest of police officials on this planet. Someone who wanted to reveal the truth, no matter what it cost her. An honest cop. Yet one who blackmailed us all the same, because she saw us as criminal scum who did not deserve to be treated with decency.
Silverberg finally looked me in the eye and I felt a twinge of sympathy despite how she’d used us. I glimpsed the look of someone who had seen too much and had lost the ability to care. I’d seen that expression in the mirror countless times.
“They’re about to demote me for irregularities. I’ll be Lieutenant Silverberg next we meet. Irregularities. There are no specific accusations, just insinuation. They don’t want to give details because they would lead right back to those in power. It’s up to me to complain about my demotion, and if I do–”
“A knife will slip between your ribs,” I said.
A little life returned to her eyes. “I’m not like you, Mr. McCall. I wasn’t born a slave expecting my life to be cut short by the claws of Jotun officers, or slaughtered as low-grade plasma fodder in someone else’s war. I grew up in a society where we had a right to life, and I want the same for the citizens of Port Zahir. If I die unremarked in some city gutter, then I can do nothing to protect those who deserve a life not lived in fear.”
“I share your aims,” I said. “You do realize that we are on the same side?”
She snorted.
“What? You’re still saying we are the bad guys?”
“Of course you are. You’re just amongst the least worst of the players. I still want you ground into the dirt, and the name of Revenge Squad cursed by every tongue in town for the parasites you are.”
“You have no need to fear me,” Silky told Silverberg.
A question formed on my lips but Sanaa shocked me into silence with that fake electric charge she reserved for special occasions. They need to play this out, she told me.
Like the Pavnix and the HUB leader? I teased. Trial by testosterone, is that what this is? You’re such a sexist twonk, Sanaa. Always were.
Please be quiet, both of you, urged Efia. Stay alert but silent. Sanaa is right. Let them sort it out.
I was happy to. Doubly so because after I ripped out Bahati’s AI casing, and Sanaa gave her revelation about our dead child, it had taken months for my ghosts to settle back into their natural state of gentle chiding.
In unfortunate synchronicity, I folded my arms at the exact same time as the newly demoted police officer and waited for Silky to explain why in her little alien head, she thought the police woman could possibly fear her.
“You fear me as a mind reader,” said Silky. “You worry that you can hold no secrets from the Kurlei. You are correct in that. As I become more attuned to your species, my talent grows. Let me demonstrate.” She closed her eyes, which seemed to disappear inside their dark wells. “Lieutenant Silverberg, you currently feel resentment towards the two of us within a swirling mass of other strong emotions. Deep down you would like to befriend and admire us. If only you could, then we might be the allies outside the system that you so desperately crave. But you cannot because of our affiliation to Revenge Squad. We helped pull the scales from your eyes to see the full extent of corruption around you. For this you both hate and admire us. I see this clearly, but NJ does not. He is a worn-out old Marine, barely the right side of sanity and in terminal decline with no more than a few years of usefulness ahead of him.”
The police lieutenant frowned at me and raised a querying eyebrow.
I shrugged and raised my palms. “You think this is bad?” I remarked. “She’s sugar coating for your benefit. Besides, I get far harsher character assessments inside my head.”
We sugarcoat too, teased Bahati. I hoped she was teasing, anyway.
“Your point?” Silverberg snapped at Silky.
“You understand NJ’s type. That’s why you only talk to him, never me. You think he’s easier to manipulate. In doing so, you are wasting your time and insulting all three of us. Ndeki Joshua McCall is under my protection.”
Silverberg looked again at me for my reaction. She didn’t get one. Silky had my back and I had hers. That was the most natural thing in the world.
“The Levelers have infiltrated the CDF,” continued Silky. “You were demoted. The politicians are so corrupt they don’t bother to hide it. We’ve told you… what we know about other things…”
I winked at the police officer. Silky didn’t want to say in public that we were informing on Revenge Squad, although we hadn’t much to report so far.
“You cannot afford to hold scruples about who you associate with,” Silky continued. “Neither can we. So stop treating us as criminals and use us for what we are: your allies of necessity. You have something to say that you feel will drive a wedge between you and us. Speak now.”
Silverberg held up her hands in defeat. “Yeah. What the freaky alien girl says.” She shot me a conspiratorial glance. “You have my sympathies, McCall, if she’s always like this.”
“It’s a tough job,” I admitted, “but someone has to watch out for her.”
Silverberg almost smiled. “Look, I admit that I do feel a very slight and wholly undeserved fondness for you two, but you are most definitely playing for the wrong team. I may have been demoted but I had the sense to keep my hold over you safe and secure. Nothing has changed. You two are still my bitches.” She studied Silky with more openness than usual.
“Your record is as safe as it could possibly be,” Silverberg told her, “but you had better pray that knife NJ mentioned never slips between my ribs. Whether the hand wielding the blade is yours, a Leveler’s, an assassin hired by a crooked counselor, or a random street punk, if I die in suspicious circumstances, the truth about you will be released.”
Tension released in my shoulders and I took a bite from my seaweed bread soaked in faux-olive dressing. Silverberg didn’t need to spell out the details for any passing spy microphones. Silky deserted for a good reason – not because she chose to abandon her comrades – but there are no mitigating circumstances for desertion in the eyes of the law.
“For frakk’s sake, Rachel,” I said. “I thought you were going to tell us something we couldn’t have guessed for ourselves. You’ve got to stop scaring me like that. Don’t you realize I’m a worn-out old man in terminal decline?”
I looked out into the bay. I could grow to like it here. As if in response, a pair of dung whales, who had been performing a courtship dance below us, neared the surface and fountained pheromone-rich water out their blowholes. We placed our hands over our cups in ample time before the musky water rained down on the terrace.
When the whales dived for another turn, I picked up the pot of coffee, but found it held little weight. “We’ve a case this afternoon,” I said. “Littorane sects with religious differences. We – ah – paid out the first part of the policy last week, and this afternoon we’ll give the side we don’t like a follow-up visit. Nothing too violent. Just an unfriendly chat.”
“Your point, McCall?”
“That’s my schedule for this afternoon, Lieutenant. For the rest of the morning I’ve nowhere to be but here, and Port Zahir doesn’t get much better than sitting in the sun watching sex-crazed dung whales at H’Sien Dock. Who’s for another pot of coffee?”
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REVENGE SQUAD Book2: SECOND STRIKE
It was supposed to be just another job: trash the cargo of a shipping line that had been messing with a Revenge Squad client. Honestly, I hadn’t meant to blow the ship sky high. And when it transpired that the ship was owned by the most powerful man in Port Zahir, and that he blamed us for the damage he’d suffered, it was Revenge Squad’s turn to face revenge.
My name is NJ McCall, and this is the story of how I helped to tear Port Zahir apart, and then tried to stitch it back together… with mixed results. It’s about dark obsessions, corruption in high places, killer droids with attitude, and a city coming apart along racial lines. Along the way, I sing for my life, develop an inappropriate attraction to several civil officials, am recruited by a Legion spy, and get close and personal to a perverted statue.
But most of all, it’s about finding a new family amongst the most unexpected people I could imagine: aliens.




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.

 
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, including Damage Unlimited. Enlist today.



The Prequel
2762AD. My name is NJ McCall, and this is my story of how a faded old soldier wound up clearing the deranged streets of Port Zahir in the employ of the planet’s premier paramilitary retribution service.
It’s a story of redemption, or learning to trust the ghosts in my head, of stumbling across a narrow path out of the Human Legion that didn’t end with me dead in a gutter.
But most of all, it’s about why I can’t stand aliens. Especially when they save me from myself.

 
After War is a dark, feature-length novel of how NJ joined Revenge Squad. It is available now.
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