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Eye of the Tiger - Chapter 1

“Ready for weapon assignments!” the man’s voice growled over my headset as the front door of the aircraft’s cargo bay opened.

The scientist walked out with two guards at his side. They were big men, with dark olive colored skin and long hair pulled back into warrior braids. The front visors of my fellow prisoners’ helmets were all open, and I saw them glare at the scientist. The tall blond man didn’t give a fuck about our hatred. To him, we were just test subjects. Lab mice in a cage that he could experiment on until we died under his needle.

Today was our day to die.

The powerful engine thrust of the airship pushed from beneath my seat, and the craft started to shudder. We were entering the atmosphere of some planet, and I saw the clock on the top of the bulkhead begin to count down from sixty seconds.

“Subject Eighteen. Rifle with: pistol, knife, two grenades,” the scientist spoke as if he was reading from a list, and I wondered if he had some sort of display inside of his eyeball. Restraining bars on the seat next to me unlatched, and one of my companions stood. He made a growling sound toward the blond man, but the scientist raised an eyebrow with annoyance. The two men stared at each other for three seconds, and then my fellow prisoner moved to the weapons wall to arm himself.

“Perhaps I should remind you all that your collars are still set to their non-violent modes. If any of you feel like attacking, or making any sort of aggressive movement, well, the thing will go off. Pop goes the weasel, or in this case, the kitty cat.” The blond man laughed and then turned around to face the row of prisoners on the other side of the narrow cargo bay. “Subject Twenty-Two. Rifle, pistol, knife, two grenades.”

Another prisoner’s restraining bars lifted, and the man stood from his seat. All of us were wearing our loose fitting battle armor, but this man was the largest of our group of fourteen, and he crossed his arms over his black chest plate instead of moving to the weapons rack.

“Subject Twenty-Two, did you not hear me correctly? Retrieve your weapons from the--”

“Fuck you,” Subject Twenty-Two said.

Then his head seemed to implode with the sound of a gunshot.

Maybe it was actually an explosion, but he was wearing his armored helmet, and it just filled up with blood, brains, and bits of his skull like a bowl of pasta. Subject Twenty-Two toppled over like a felled tree, and a plume of black smoke began to escape his armor at the neck joint.

That was where our control collars were.

“Oh darn. I forgot to tell you all!” the scientist said as he spun around in the cargo bay. “These collars consider foul language an ‘act of aggression’, so maybe you all should just do what I fucking tell you unless you want to die like Subject Twenty-Two.”

None of my fellow prisoners spoke, but I started to fantasize about ripping my restraining bars out of the bulkhead wall, smashing the two guards into puddles of red goo with the pieces of titanium, and then ripping open the scientist’s throat with my teeth. My fangs would pierce his flesh and muscles just like his needles had done to my DNA. I’d feast on his agony just like he had relished torturing me for the past two years. It was my animal talking, but I didn’t know if it was my human animal or the other animal.

The other animal that this fucking scientist put inside of me.

The blond man read the next subject name off of the list, then the next, and the next. Finally, I was the only prisoner seated, and the asshole moved to stand in front of me.

“Adam, Adam, Adam,” he sighed. “Oh sorry, I mean Subject Two. This is your thirty-first sortie. I just can’t seem to kill you. Whatever shall I do? Oh, I know. You have point. Shotgun, pistol, knife, and how about a smoke grenade? That should do you fine.”

The bar released from around my chest and neck. I thought about diving toward him. I thought about breaking his flimsy-looking neck with my big hands. I thought about crushing his face with my knuckles and grinding his bones with my teeth, but I’d been around for long enough to know that I wouldn’t be able to lay a finger on him before the collar would kill me. Even thinking about it right now was probably giving the device all sorts of warning signals.

“Well, hurry up now. The team needs its point man.” He gestured to the equipment rack.

I moved over to the wall of weapons, grabbed the single smoke grenade, twenty centimeter long knife, and fifty caliber pistol. There was only one shotgun on the rack, but there were four more rifles. Every sortie I had ever been on or heard of always ended the same way for the prisoner that was on ‘point.’ They were the first to get filled with bullets, or lasers, or whatever other weapons our enemy of the day was using.

No one ever came back from using the shotgun on a mission.

“Let’s go, Subject Two.” The sound of the aircraft’s engine filled my mind, but the scientist’s voice was now coming through the speaker on my helmet.

I grabbed the shotgun, checked to ensure the drum magazine was filled with ammo, and then attached two more of the drums onto the belt of my armor.

Fuck it all. If I died today, at least I wouldn’t have to worry about this asshole experimenting on me anymore.

“This mission is slightly different from the earlier ones you all may have been on. The target is a megatower about three kilometers to our north. Your helmets will highlight the building as you descend. Enter through the roof and get to the tenth level. Once you are there, the hacking team will interface with your armor to open the security doors. We are looking for a biosample contained within the labs there. Once it has been retrieved, you will rendezvous back on the top of the roof where this aircraft will pull a fly-by pick up. Eliminate all resistance to your mission. Are there any questions?”

“So, this is just a smash and grab? Not a search and destroy?” Subject Eighteen asked.

“Yes. Follow Subject Two. When he dies, move up numerically for your point man.”

I had to bite my tongue. This fucker expected me to die. Maybe he had gotten bored with me. I had been his first, well, second actually, and I’d never broken under his torture. It probably pissed him off that he’d never seen me beg for my life like all of his other playthings.

“Engaging collars. Prepare yourselves for half-shift,” the blond scientist said over our headsets.

The back ramp of the aircraft began to lower at the same time as our collars engaged with pheromones. I could have turned on the transformation at any time without the collar on, but the steady trickle of drugs that the device delivered into my neck controlled which phase of my mutation I stayed in. The scientist didn’t want me changing when it wasn’t useful to him.

The first painful sensation that came to me was in my spine. It felt as if I was growing taller, and I was. I gained a half meter within a few seconds, and I heard a few agonized groans from the other prisoners echo through my headset.

My muscles began to enlarge. They twisted, thrashed, and tried to leap from my skeleton, but my skin kept them from escaping the agony pouring through my blood. The pain of my transformation also brought a feeling of euphoria. Unlimited strength seemed to fill my arms, legs, and chest. It felt as if I could bend the shotgun into a 90-degree angle, but I kept my desires in check.

I’d need the gun if I planned to stay alive.

I didn’t see the fur, but I felt it explode from my skin and fill the remaining spaces between the armor. My jaw widened with my skull, and my old teeth were forced out of my gums by six centimeter long fangs. I never had access to a mirror, but I knew what the other prisoners looked like when they changed their forms, and could guess what I looked like:

A walking tiger in black carbon plated military armor.

My eyesight, hearing, and sense of smell were always the last to change. Even when I looked like a human my senses were still heightened, but when the collar forced me to shift, I could smell a drop of blood two hundred meters away, hear a whispered conversation at a hundred meters, and see in absolute darkness. I could also heal from most wounds in a few seconds. Except if a bullet managed to penetrate my helmet. There wasn’t any healing from having a brain ventilation.

The ramp to our aircraft finished its descent. Well below us lay the endless lights of a megacity. I had no idea what planet we were on, or what city we were floating above, but I never did. I just knew the agony of tortured experiments and the brief moments like this when I could take my rage out on my enslavers’ enemies.

“Go!” the scientist shouted at me as he gestured out the ramp and to the night sky.

I ran to the edge of the ramp and leapt from the craft. The city was larger than I had first thought, and the expanse of megatowers, lights, and structures spread out for as far as I could see in all directions.

I heard the growling of the other prisoners fill my headset as they jumped. I guessed we were about three thousand meters in the air, and I felt the wings of my armored suit expand out from my underarms to connect with the matching joints on my leg. They wouldn’t act as a parachute, but the devices would let me fall with the accuracy of a sniper rifle, and I could open up the parachute when I was over the target.

Freedom.

If just for a few moments.

There was no weight, no pain, no fear of being tortured, or shot, or poked with needles. There was only the roar of the wind, the blackness of the sky, and the ocean of city lights below me. I could live here forever, but I would never be able to. The collar around my neck made any dream of real freedom impossible. The only pleasure I had was this fleeting freefall, and the violence that would soon feed the raging beast they put inside of me.

As I thought about the mission, a flashing blue arrow appeared in the far distance. I angled my body in that direction and felt the wind fight against the wings. It took me a few seconds to get the feel of my falling rate and adjust the angle of descent, but soon I was plummeting toward the destination like a missile.

“Subject Two, there will be auto-turrets on the roof of the building. They probably won’t pick you up, but prepare for evasive action,” a woman’s voice came through my helmet and cut through the sound of the wind howling past my head. It was the same woman who gave me orders during all of these missions, and I didn’t know her name.

“Building ahead. Change your angle to the right by four degrees,” she instructed, and I turned my body a bit, so the dial displayed on the visor of my closed helmet pointed where she indicated.

The megatower wasn’t the largest structure in the massive city’s sky, but it was very wide, and I saw space for a dozen VTOL craft to land. The visor on my helmet highlighted the auto-turrets, but I could see them pivoting slowly in a circle instead of focusing on the group of descending super soldiers.

“Prepare for chute deployment in three, two, one,” the female voice said as I plummeted toward the roof of the giant building.

As soon as she finished counting, the parachute deployed out of the back of my armor. It was an ultra-light, super thin, razor cloth chute which did little more than slow my fall to something that wouldn’t turn my body into pudding. The fabric deployed only fifteen meters above the roof, and it yanked me from the dive I had aimed past the building like a rubber band snap.

My legs screamed when I landed, and the shock reverberated up through my spine and into my skull. Had I been a normal human, the fall probably would have killed me, but this impact was just another drop of pain in my pool of agony, and my beast healed whatever damage had been done to my legs in a matter of seconds.

A beep sounded through my helmet, and I saw the alert on my visor indicate my chute had been released from the back of my armor. The material would disintegrate in a few minutes and leave no trace that we had ever been here. Well, there would be no proof of our presence except for the mountain of bodies we were about to leave in our wake.

“Roll call,” I growled into my microphone. It was hard to talk while my body was in this form, but I wanted to make sure the other prisoners were at my back.

They all growled out their numbers in order when they landed, and I grunted out the order to advance toward the nearest doorway.

The other prisoners ran behind me, and we zigzagged around the auto-turrets before we made our last dash across the open roof. The doorway looked to have an electric lock panel on the outside, and the female voice ordered one of the other mutant tiger-men to place his helmet cable into the drive slot of the thing. He did so, and the door dinged into an unlock mode some ten seconds later.

“Subject Two goes first,” the female voice instructed.

Subject Eighteen opened the door and then covered the top with his rifle while I swept my shotgun into the hallway of the megatower. I didn’t see any security guards from my angle, and I sprinted down the drab gray hallway to the next corner.

“Make this right, then proceed approximately eighty meters. There will be another hallway on the right where there is an elevator. Expect guards there,” the woman said in my headset.

“Got it,” I growled as I ran down the hallway. There were dozens of closed gray doors, but no one came out of them to interrupt us.

“If you can eliminate the guards silently, there will be less chance of an alarm.”

“Maybe you should have gggggiven me a pistol with a silencer then.” It was hard for me to make the ‘G’ sound without elongating the word into a growl.

“That sounds like insubordination, Subject Two,” the woman sighed.

I wanted to scream at her across my headset, but I knew it would just end with my death. Instead, I just focused on my running speed, and then readied myself for the guards who were probably waiting around the corner. Before prison, I had loved to run, and my powerful legs now carried me twice as fast as I could have ever hoped to sprint as a human.

I hung to the left side of the hallway and then cut a hard right to turn into the tunnel where the woman indicated the elevator would be. Sure enough, two armored guards were waiting there. The pair weren’t ready for my arrival, and they wore soft looking body armor that might only stop small rounds. The men spun as I bounded toward them, and they began to reach for their pistols.

I threw my shotgun at the head of the guard on the right. He wasn’t wearing a helmet, and the long gun bounced off his nose like a rubber ball. My left hand swung out a half a second after I threw the gun, and my claws extended from my fingertips, pierced through my thick gloves, and slashed across the throat of the guard on my left. He tried to scream, but my attack had separated his vocal cords, esophagus, and most of his neck with a spray of red that coated the hallway.

The first guard was rocking back from a broken nose, and I caught the shotgun as it bounced back to me. My furry fingers grabbed the weapon in the correct places, and a quick twisting movement smashed the butt of the gun into the man’s skull. A loud, wet, crack sounded, and the guard collapsed to his feet with a broken cranium. He was probably dead, and I grabbed his security card before my fellow prisoners rounded the corner.

“Good job, Subject Two,” the female voice said through my helmet. “Take the elevator down to the tenth floor. Biosample is on the north side of the building, opposite where the doors will open. Bring the sample back to the roof for extraction. Do not damage the sample,” the voice warned.

I slid the security card across the control panel of the elevator and then hit the call button.

Subject Eighteen elbowed me gently, and then he nodded at the ceiling. I followed his yellow eyes and saw the security camera globe at the corner.

“Let’s hope they aren’t paying attention,” he growled to the rest of us.

“They are. Gggget ready,” I warned as the elevator doors opened.

The team of super-powered tiger-men packed into the elevator, and I hit the button for the tenth level. Even if the security team saw us, I had taken care of the two guards, and summoned the elevator, in less than five seconds. The elevator car we were in was practically plummeting toward the tenth floor in a free fall, and I doubted our enemies would have time to prepare a welcoming committee for us. Hell, they would probably need a supervisor’s permission to stop our elevator car.

The freefall began to slow, and I saw that we had reached the teen levels of the building. Two seconds later the door to the tenth floor opened, and I jumped out of the lift.

Right into a group of thirty guards.

They were ready for us. I didn’t know how the guards had assembled so quickly; maybe they had actually seen us land on the roof and decided not to raise the alarm, or maybe they had known when our aircraft reached this planet and planned to let us make it this far. Either way, the world around me seemed to slow to a crawl, and I threw myself to the side while I shouted out a warning for the other prisoners.

Bullets screamed from the enemy guns like thunder.

My visor cracked with a hit, my helmet snapped back, the air exploded out of my chest, and I felt my leg twist when dozens of bullets peppered me.

One hit my collar.

I already thought I was about to die when I exited the elevator, but the strike to the collar made me gasp again. I prepared for my existence to end, but instead of an explosion of darkness caused by the device giving up its life, I just landed on the gray tile floor. This level had an open floor plan, and the only cover was a small brick wall that wrapped around the perimeter of the place at waist level. I managed to crawl behind this barrier before anyone else could shoot me, and then I glanced around to get a better bearing on my position.

The group of enemies were behind me. They had set up a synthetic barricade and were shooting into the elevator. A few of my companions had made it out the doors and found cover behind the short wall, but the rest of the team was pinned in the lift car, or dead on the floor of the room.

A few of the guards noticed me peeking over the wall, and they turned to fire on me. I ducked down below the rim and reached for my smoke grenade while the bullets smashed into the stone next to me. The grenade pin came out with a snap of my finger, and then I counted for two seconds before I tossed it over my head. I heard the guards shout with a warning when it bounced next to them, but I didn’t bother to look and see exactly where the grenade landed, I was too busy crawling away from my old position.

I had been lucky, and my armor managed to catch the bullets. Even if I had gotten shot, I probably would have healed through the damage, but the injury would make me move slower, and speed was a crucial component of any gun fight. Or at least, it was for this one, since it only took me a handful of seconds to crawl about fifty meters and circumnavigate the pack of guards.

The group of armored security was backing away from the gray smoke of my grenade. They hadn’t realized I was no longer in my earlier spot, and I guessed that they must have assumed I was injured and couldn’t crawl. All of their backs faced me, and they seemed to be focusing their fire on my old position; as well as two other spots on the opposite side of the room. Armored tiger-men corpses lay everywhere, and I counted seven of them in the brief second that my eyes passed across the opened door of the far elevator.

My shotgun barked in my hand like an angry pit bull.

The first guard exploded into a spray of blood as the slug ripped a watermelon-sized hole in his chest. The next man died an instant later when his head disappeared from his shoulders. I risked one more shot at the back of the guard who seemed to have the nicest looking set of armor. The slug connected, and as soon as his torso disappeared in a fine red mist, I ducked back under cover behind the wall. Then I continued to crawl away from my old position.

I didn’t think any of the enemy guards had actually seen me, but it didn’t hurt to keep moving. My surprise attack caused them to begin screaming, but I didn't understand the language they spoke, and I could only guess they were asking where I had gone.

One of my fellow prisoners began to shoot back into the crowd of guards as they retreated, and I took the opportunity to pop up from behind my cover and assess the situation again. The guards weren’t military, that was for sure, and the shift in combat had eroded their battle plan.

My shotgun fired a half a dozen more times, and each slug turned one of them into a corpse.

“Subject Two, turn to your six. That hallway will take you to where the sample is. Subjects Eighteen, Thirty-One, and Twelve; you will cover Subject Two’s movement and then finish the rest of the guards. Confirm when the guards are eliminated so that Subject Two can move the target safely.” The woman’s voice came over my headset with an uninterested timbre, as if she was commenting on a boring football match.

I turned around and saw the hallway the woman indicated. The smoke from my grenade had already filled the area, so I sprinted toward it while the other three prisoners opened fire on the guards.

The crack on my helmet visor was skewing my vision a bit, but it was more of an annoyance than an actual handicap. I made it fifty meters down the corridor, followed the woman’s orders to turn left at the first intersection, and then came upon three guards that were painting the hallway with their rifles.

The men fired as soon as I turned the corner, but I had predicted they would be there; either through my sense of smell, hearing, or animal perception. I slammed my right boot against the far wall and ran up the side for two meters or so. The first spray of bullets flew past my helmet while I fired my own shotgun. The slug took the first man in the chest, and he exploded into a spray of crimson like a dye filled water balloon. The second slug took the man on the left in the helmet, but the armor did little more than cave inward like a thin aluminum can of soda.

I flipped off of the wall and fired my third shot while I hung upside down above the last guard. My jump carried me past his position by the time I landed, and my ears told me that the slug had ripped through his spine like a big rig truck. I continued with my sprint and twitched my ears a bit in their helmet cavities to test the hallway ahead of me. I didn’t hear any guards around the next corner, but I decided to execute a running slide around the edge just to be safe.

There weren’t any guards, but I did see that the hallway turned into more of a laboratory type environment. The walls were all glass, and I sprinted past rooms holding a seemingly endless array of tables, microscopes, and glass tubes. I didn’t see any scientists, or doctors, which was a relief. I didn’t like the idea of killing men or women who weren’t armed, but I didn’t have a choice.

Adam.

I almost fired my shotgun with surprise when I heard the voice. Perhaps, ‘heard’ was the wrong word. It was almost as if I had daydreamed of someone uttering my name.

“Huh?” I growled as I checked over my shoulder, but there wasn’t anyone behind me.

“What is wrong, Subject Two? Keep your eyes ahead. There is a security door at the end of this hallway.”

“Confirmed,” I growled into my headset as I continued my run.

The woman had been correct, and I saw a massive metal door up ahead.

“Insert the terminal wire from your helmet,” she instructed.

I unwound the meter long cord from my helmet and plugged it into the terminal port of the door’s keypad. The door looked like something out of an old movie, with an actual bank vault type wheel I would have to crank to open once they had hacked the keypad.

“The security on this door is robust. Please hold for a minute,” the woman’s voice said over my headset.

“I don’t have a minute,” I growled as I looked behind me. A group of six guards turned the corner at the far end, and I swung my shotgun toward them.

I didn’t want to be tethered to the side of the wall while the woman hacked, so I ripped off my helmet with my left hand and fired a burst of slugs toward the guards with my right. The hallway was incredibly long, I guessed a hundred meters or so, but I’d always been a good shot with any of the weapons my captors gave me. My first slug took out one of the far guards with a hit to the stomach, my second took another in the shoulder, but my third went wide, and made a fist-sized hole in the wall above their heads.

The four remaining guards jumped back behind the corner, and I dove away from my helmet so that I could go prone. I fired another few shots at the end of the hallway when one of the guards stuck his head out, but I didn’t think I hit anyone with the shots. I definitely turned the wall and corner into Swiss cheese, so I figured the men might consider retreating a bit.

Adam, please help me.

It was a woman’s voice. Not the woman who spoke to me through my headset; her voice was slightly grating on my nerves, and I wasn’t wearing my helmet. This woman’s voice was beautiful, and it seemed to come into my brain as if I had thought of it myself. Even though it was soothing, her words made a chill run down my spine, and I squeezed the trigger of my shotgun a few more times to kick the feeling of fear away.

What the fuck was going on?

The guards hadn’t poked their heads back out from around the corner, and I wondered if one, or more, of my slugs had gotten lucky. I waited with my belly on the floor for a few more moments and then crawled backward to my helmet. The keypad turned green, and I yanked the cord out of the port before I put my helmet back on.

“Where did you go?” the woman demanded.

“Had to drop the helmet so I could address the guards,” I growled.

“Do not do that again. I almost triggered your collar,” she seethed.

“Fine. I just didn’t want to be tethered to the--”

“Subject Two, complete the mission,” it was the blond scientist’s voice speaking, and I felt my rage boil up from my stomach like hot vomit.

I grabbed the wheel to the door and spun it to the left. I heard a bunch of locking mechanisms inside of the thing shift, and then a loud clicking sound when I reached the end of the spin. The door was lighter than I expected, probably because of the giant hinges I saw on the inside of the door when I swung it open.

“Proceed with caution, Subject Two. There might be automated security measures inside of the storage vault,” the woman said through my headset.

Help me, Adam. I’ve turned off the security. Only you can—

“Guards are all eliminated,” one of my fellow prisoners growled through my helmet.

“Excellent. Meet up with Subject Two, quickly,” the blond scientist said.

I walked past the security door and let out a low growl of amazement. The inside of the vault was a jungle of computer monitors, vats of liquid, and black rubber tubes of various diameters. The rest of the building had been immaculate, sterile, and organized, but the inside of this vault looked like the innards of some sort of cyber monster.

Adam…

The voice panned between both of my ears with a dizzying effect while I stepped over a meter wide piece of tubing. The strange woman’s voice did seem a little louder now that the door was open. As if the voice was coming from inside of the vault as well as inside my head.

The room extended back farther than I expected, and it became apparent that there had been some sort of struggle inside of the room. There were tipped computer monitors, broken tubes leaking a salty smelling mixture of liquid, and scattered wires where a path once was. I continued to move through the chamber and expected either the blond scientist or woman to make a comment through my headset, but neither of them did.

Until I reached the biosample.

“What is this?” I asked as soon as I saw the giant tank at the back of the room. It was maybe six meters tall, and three meters in diameter. It was in the shape of a cylinder and filled with the same hazy liquid that dripped onto the floor.

There was also a naked woman inside of the tank.
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Eye of the Tiger - Chapter 2

The woman wasn’t quite floating or sinking; she drifted in the middle of the cylinder as if she was attached to an invisible string. Her hair trailed behind her head like a swirl of black ink, and I guessed that it must have fallen past her waist when she stood. She was curled up in a fetal position, and her eyes were closed.

“That is the sample. To the right is the control panel for the tank. Move over there and plug your cord into the slot.” The blond scientist’s voice was euphoric.

“A woman? You said this was a ‘live sample,’ not a woman. I don’t--”

“Don’t question my orders. I can trigger your collar, and one of the other test subjects will complete your mission,” the scientist seethed.

Adam…

The voice filled my mind again, and I turned away from the panel at the side of the tank. It sounded as if it came from the woman floating inside the liquid. It sounded as if she was—

I need your help. Will you free me?

I stared up at the strange woman and tried to decide if I had just imagined the words. She didn’t even look conscious, and I saw no breathing apparatus on her beautiful face. The scientist had called her a live sample, but she looked as if she floated dead in the water.

Then her eyes opened.

They were red and seemed to glow when contrasted with her alabaster white skin. The strange eyes met mine, and it felt as if my vision tunneled until her face was the only thing I could see.

“Shit! It is awake! Subject Two, get to the terminal now and plug in your fucking cord!”

The strange woman untucked from her fetal position and the movement kind of broke my focus on her face. It had been a long time since I had seen a woman, let alone a beautiful naked one, and I had to blink a few times as I shook my head.

“Subject Two! Subject Two!”

The blond scientist screamed in my headset, but the strange woman in the tank held all my attention. She made a small gesture with her left hand, and the collar suddenly fell from my neck. For a fraction of a second, I just stared at the thick band of metal as it bounced on the ground of the vault, but my shock didn’t last long, and I kicked it away with a quick motion of my boot.

“Kill him!” the blond man said too late, and I saw the collar turn into a ball of fire half a second before I heard the explosion pop.

I turned back to the tank, raised my shotgun, and motioned for the raven haired woman to move away from me. She nodded and then swam down to the lower left portion of the tank. As soon as I guessed she was in a safe spot, I pulled the trigger of my shotgun. The first slug made a small crack on the glass, the second widened the crack so that it covered almost the entire length of the tube, and the third smashed the glass into a shower of a million diamonds.

“Subject Two, what are you doing? You can’t free it!” the scientist screamed into my headset, but I ignored him.

A torrent of water poured out of the broken tube, and I managed to grab the woman before the wave dumped her naked body on the glass. She was surprisingly light, and she leaned her head against my armored chest piece as soon as I swept her into my arms.

Thank you, Adam.

Her voice filled my mind again, and I glanced down at her face. Her red eyes were opened, but she didn’t look up at me.

“You freed me. It was the least I could do,” I said to her. The collar had been wrapped around my neck for two years, and my shoulders felt a thousand kilograms lighter with the thing off of me.

I carried the woman back through the tangle of tubes, and the helter-skelter labyrinth of computer equipment. If I was lucky, I could get out of the bottom of the building and into the streets of the—

“Subject Two has gone rogue. Subject Eighteen, Thirty-One, and Twelve. Eliminate Subject Two and retrieve the live sample. Do not harm the live sample.” The woman’s voice came across my helmet.

“Your mic is open to Subject Two, damn it,” the blond scientist screamed, and I heard a clicking noise in my headset.

You don’t need this anymore. They have a tracker inside.

The woman’s strange voice filled my mind, and she reached up to pull the helmet off of my head. I thought about resisting her since I kind of did need the helmet to protect me from the rifle fire of the prisoners who were now tasked with killing me, but I didn’t stop her.

My helmet made a splashing sound when it fell at my feet, and I let out a long exhale of freedom. Between the collar and the lack of a visor, I felt as if I had just been unshackled from my previous life. I was still a monster, though, and I had no idea what this city was. Fuck, I didn’t even know what planet this was, or how I was going to get past my old comrades and exit this megatower.

One step at a time, Adam.

The voice whispered in my brain again. I looked down once more at the naked woman I cradled in my arms, but her eyes were closed, and her head was pressed against the armor of my chest plate.

“Are you even talking to me? Or am I imagining this?” I asked the woman, but instead of her voice creeping into my mind, she just opened her red eyes and gave me half a smile. It was a gentle thing, her grin, and I felt the tension of my escape flee from my shoulders.

Then a bullet smashed a computer screen next to me.

I ducked to the side of the open vault door and set the woman down in a spot between two empty glass vats. A scattering of bullets pelted the side of the door and smashed into more equipment, but I had moved the woman out of the line of fire and didn’t think they could get a bullet into either of us until my opponents closed the distance.

I slid to the edge of the door, made a motion out from behind the steel, and then popped back under cover. Their bullets ricocheted off the metal of the vault door, and I sprang out after their first burst ended. The three armored tiger-men were about halfway down the hall, and they were prone on the floor. I jumped back behind the door before their next volley of gunfire and then looked over at the strange naked woman.

“There isn’t another way out of this room is there?” I asked her, even though I knew it was a stupid question.

The woman shook her head, and her long wet hair dribbled into a pool of water at our feet. There didn’t seem to be any emotion on her face, but her strange red eyes stared into mine with an intensity that made me slightly uncomfortable. The sensation almost made me laugh. This woman was tall and slender, but even in my human form I still stood a good fifteen centimeters taller than her and outweighed her by twenty five kilograms. In this half human/half tiger form I was a good sixty centimeters taller and probably outweighed her by sixty kilograms.

“Surrender Two!” one of the men, Eighteen it sounded like, growled.

I felt a bit of remorse tug at my chest. My fellow prisoners and I all lived in solitary confinement and only saw each other when we went on these missions. Eighteen had been around for the last three months, and the prisoner was a good comrade. He didn’t want to kill me, and I didn’t want to kill him, but I wanted freedom more than anything else, and I wasn’t going to surrender to the collar or their experiments anymore.

“Can you take off their collars?” I asked the woman, but she just shook her head again and pointed up to her eyes.

“You need to see them?” I asked, and she nodded.

Close as well.

The voice spun in my brain.

“They are about forty meters down the hallway. Is that close enough?” I asked urgently. If I could remove their collars, they would give up the battle. Then they could help me escape this building. I didn't know if I could trust the three other men, since we were all criminals, but any escape from this building would be easier with them than without them.

She nodded, and a shadow of a smile came to her colorless lips. It looked as if they had been starving the woman, and even though she was beautiful, I could see most of her bones poking through her skin. I was going to need to get her some food as soon as we got out of here, but first things first. I needed to get past my teammates, and out of this place.

“I will pop out and take cover on the far side,” I whispered as I pointed to the other lip of the doorway. There was enough space for me to squeeze there without the risk of getting shot. “Then you can peek out and take off their collars. Okay?”

She nodded and then took a few steps across the water. Her legs were wobbly, and I reached out my arm to steady her against the back of the vault door. She nodded to me after I positioned her close to the edge, and I readied myself to jump across the open gap.

Then a grenade bounced past the door.

“Shit!” I moved to cover the naked woman with my much larger body, but as soon as I pushed against her, and the door, I saw the metal sphere bounce back out of the vault as if someone had hit the reverse button on a video player.

Three surprised voices growled a warning a second before the explosive detonated, and the door of the vault shook against my shoulders. I let go of the woman and then darted out of the opening with my shotgun ready. The three tiger-men were laid out on the floor and covered with glass from the exploded walls of the hallway. Blood coated the surrounding area, and I guessed that they were either dead or severely wounded and in the process of healing.

I pulled the trigger on my shotgun three times, and a slug punched through each of their armored helmets. I sighed when the job was done and then reached down to each corpse so I could retrieve their extra grenades, pistols, knives, and ammo. The task took me half a minute, and I kept one eye glued on the far hallway in case more guards showed up.

“Can you use a rifle?” I asked over my shoulder. The woman hadn’t looked out from behind the vault door yet, and I guessed she was probably still too weak to walk.

I slung one of the rifles over my shoulder and then turned back to the thick metal door. It was going to be a pain to carry her out of here, especially when she was naked. I glanced around the bigger laboratory rooms surrounding us, and my eyes fell on a chair in one of the corners. It looked like someone had left a white lab coat draped over the piece of furniture, and I ducked through the broken glass of the wall to retrieve it.

“Here, put this on,” I told the strange woman as I handed her the coat. “Can you use the rifle?” I asked again after she slipped into the thin garment. It covered all of her chest and fell down a few centimeters past the top of her thighs. It wasn’t perfect, but it was better than nothing.

I am not strong enough. I can hardly walk. I am sorry, Adam.

Her eyes made contact with mine when she spoke, but she carried no facial expression. It was almost as if she wasn’t even speaking to me, or intending to speak to me. It felt as if someone else was talking for her, and they knew how to deliver the message right into my mind. It was creepy as fuck, and I almost thought about telling the woman that she was on her own now.

You have honor. Despite your past.

Her voice hit my brain like a hammer, and I felt a flush of shame in my stomach. I opened up my maw to speak, but the raven-haired woman shook her head.

Do not feel embarrassment, Adam. I understand you better than you might believe. Help me escape, please.

“I will. How do you know about my past?” I asked the woman, but she just stepped away from the wall and into the crook of my left arm.

“Alright. Let’s get the hell out of here then,” I said as I lifted her. “And let’s hope no more guards block our escape.”

There will be. They don’t want me to escape.
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Eye of the Tiger - Chapter 3

I carried the woman down the hallway, past the corpses of my fellow prisoners, past the dead bodies of the guards I had slain in the hall, and into the main plaza area of the floor where the large firefight happened. I set the strange woman down at the lip of the corridor and then returned to lift her again when I confirmed all the human security guards were dead.

“What is the best way down?” I asked her. I didn’t know if there were any more corporate or military guards in the building, but the group of scientists that had experimented on me seemed to have unlimited resources, and I imagined they were going to send more soldiers after us.

They will, but it will take them some time. We have a small window to escape this planet.

“Are you reading my mind?” I asked her again, but the woman just shook her head a small amount.

Speed over safety. Take the elevator down.

“Got it,” I growled as I sprinted across the floor of the massacre with her in my arms. I had my shotgun kind of cradled in my right arm against her half naked body as I ran, and the rifle bounced against my armored back like an intense war drum.

It was funny, I hadn’t much cared about my life when I had the collar on, but now I had hope and someone who needed my help. The stakes were higher now, and my heart felt a twinge of fear. I didn’t want to go back to the experiments, and I didn’t want the strange woman to die. I did owe her my life.

We reached the elevator, and I pressed the button for the bottom floor. The inside of the metal lift was covered with blood, and there were two bodies of my former comrades lying inside. Each had caught a bullet that ripped through their helmets, and there was no healing from being dead.

I set the woman down, and she leaned against the wall. The door to the lift was closing behind us, and I grabbed whatever ammo, grenades, and knives I could from the tiger-men bodies before the elevator started to fall down the shaft.

The scientist tended to equip us with only the bare minimum of gear before we left for each mission, and the extra ammo, rifle, grenades, and even knives helped to soothe a bit of my fear. I guessed that there would be another group or two of guards at the front entrance of the building and it was going to be a pain in the ass to get through them all by myself, but at least I wouldn’t be running out of bullets anytime soon.

The elevator doors let out a chime, and the bloody doors began to slide open. I readied myself to sprint out the door and then gestured with my head for the woman to stay close to the control lip, where there was a bit of cover.

As soon as the doors opened a hand full of centimeters, the bullets started flying.

I dove sideways through the bottom part of the door. The twist of my shoulders turned the wide side of my body vertical, and I slid across the polished tile of the lobby floor. I felt a bullet ping against the armor of my shoulder, and another punched through my back. Neither caused me more than a passing sensation of pain, and I aimed my shotgun at the group of guards who fired upon me. A quick count gave me only six of them, and they had taken cover behind a portable metal barrier that was positioned about twenty meters away at the base of a gaudy fountain.

My shotgun barked in my hand as I slid across the smooth floor, and one of the guards turned into more empty space than person. The men screamed, I rolled to my left side, and a rainfall of rifle bullets chased a few centimeters behind me.

Another bullet caught me in the back when I sprang to my feet, and the kinetic energy from the hit helped lift me upward in the direction of what looked to be the front desk of the building. It was made of metal, a good nine meters wide, and had an array of computer screens on top of the flat surface. I managed to leap over the top before any more bullets could tag me.

Shots rang off of the metal desk, the alarm continued to shriek, and I heard the men shout at each other. They were either figuring out how to flank me, or they were trying to get to the woman in the elevator. I realized I was a bit out of position to protect the strange woman now, but there really wasn’t much I could do about that now. Staying in the elevator would have only drawn their fire.

I did a crouching walk to the far side of the desk and realized my cover must have also served as a guard station. Two of the chairs sat in front of an array of surveillance monitors and hundreds of terminal switches. I could see the strange woman leaning against the wall of the elevator, and she glanced up into the camera as if she knew I was watching her. I could also see the group of men in the lobby. Two were moving toward the elevator, and the other three had lifted their portable bullet barrier and were moving toward the north side of the lobby. The metal desk-alcove I took cover behind had an opening on the north side, and I guessed they were planning to flush me out. These men could have done the same thing with a few grenades, but they either didn’t have any, or they were worried about damaging the computer hardware that I hid behind.

I didn’t have any such worries, and I yanked the pin out of one of my own grenades. It was one of the defensive fragmentation varieties I’d taken from one of my comrades’ bodies. It would produce a spray of shrapnel in all directions for a good five meters. Body armor would help against the damage so my enemies might not die from a direct hit, but the blast would probably knock their barrier away from them, and I could then finish them off with my shotgun.

I glanced again at the monitor to gauge their position, and then I let the safety lever flip free of the grenade body. The bit of metal bounced off the terminal control panel, flipped through the air like a gymnast, and then pinged off the floor.

I tossed the grenade over my shoulder without looking at its destination.

It was a risky throw, but the guards had their weapons sighted on my cover, and the lack of helmet meant I’d probably catch a bullet to my brain if I stood from the alcove. I did have the security monitor next to me, and I watched the sphere bounce once, twice, and then roll within a meter of my target. The guards screamed, but instead of trying to throw their portable barrier over the grenade, they panicked and tried to run away from it. It was a poor decision, and the explosion sent hundreds of pieces of shrapnel ripping through their bodies.

I leapt over the desk and sprinted toward the grenade smoke. The three men were probably dead, but I didn’t want to risk them getting a final shot off at me while I went after the other two guards. My shotgun roared three times to ensure they wouldn’t be making any more poor decisions, and I continued my sprint back toward the elevator.

The other two guards knew I was coming, and they took makeshift cover behind a wide metal art sculpture. It almost looked like it was a mini version of the city I had flown over just fifteen minutes ago, but the bent metal was just shaped in the outline of the buildings, and there wasn’t really much to protect the two men from a bullet of heavy caliber.

I leapt into the air, and my powerful legs carried me a good five meters into the sky of the lobby. The two guards hadn’t expected this movement, and their bullets passed harmlessly beneath me. I pointed the end of my shotgun down at the guard on the left side of the metal sculpture and squeezed the trigger. I was shooting slugs still, and the hunk of lead ripped through the metal bits of art before it tore the guard’s left leg from his hip at the joint. The man didn’t have much time to scream though, my next slug found his chest, and the center of his body evaporated.

I pivoted my shotgun to aim at the last guard and squeezed the trigger as I landed. My slug tore through the length of the metal sculpture and sent bits of the fake city everywhere, but it missed the guard, and the man sprayed a burst from his own gun at me. His shots also went astray, and I was able to take better aim with my next shot.

He was twelve meters away, but my slug found him and made a crater through his armor.

I sprinted to the elevator and lifted the woman into my arms again. Her strange red eyes were closed, but her fingers tapped against the armor on my chest when I cradled her.

“We are almost out of here,” I said as I poked my head out of the elevator doors to double check no more guards came.

They are sending battle drones from the roof. We must escape to the city. Run as fast as you can.

“Don’t have to tell me twice,” I growled, and commanded my legs to sprint as fast as they could without hurting the woman in my arms. Battle drones were like mini tanks, or helicopters, or whatever horrific shape the designers could come up with. They carried enough arsenal to level a building, and I knew that I couldn’t hope to defeat one without EMP grenades or a rocket launcher.

The doorway exiting the lobby was a good hundred meters away, and the thought of a monstrous machine rolling or crawling through the hallways behind us added some terrified speed to my sprint. I reached the array of doors in record time and threw my armored shoulder against the tinted glass to open them.

They were locked.

“Shit,” I growled. I looked back to the lobby desk and wondered if there was a button somewhere I could press for the locks on the door to open. The front doors to the place were probably armored, and I didn’t want to waste any more time trying to blast through them with just a shotgun.

They are coming. Hurry, Adam. Please.

Her eyes were still closed, and it looked as if her skin was even whiter than it had been when I first pulled her from the tank. Was she injured? Sick? She definitely looked like she needed to eat a sandwich. Maybe she was just hungry.

I thought about leaving the strange woman leaning against the glass so I could run back to the security desk quicker, but I decided against it and just carried her back with me. If the battle drones did show up, I didn’t want us to be separated.

I jumped on top of the desk and then set the woman down in the alcove behind the metal. There were literally hundreds of terminal buttons by the monitors, and half dozen keyboards connected to monitors. I looked to see if any of them had the “Unlock Front Door” tag written on them, but the only writing I could see looked like it was of the Chinese style.

I started slamming on the various buttons, and dread continued to fill my stomach. I wanted to live, damn it. I didn’t want to die now that I had my freedom. Well, maybe I would be okay dying if I could save this woman. I owed her that at least, and I always wanted to pay my debts.

That was how I ended up imprisoned. I owed a blood debt.

I saw a green light flash above the front door, and I guessed one of the buttons I’d brought my furry fist down upon had unlocked it. Leaving the safety of the alcove this time was probably going to be a one-way trip.

I scooped the woman up in my arms, planted a boot on top of the desk, and forward flipped over the monitor displays. I landed on my feet with enough momentum to keep sprinting, and my vision started to tunnel around the far door.

I heard a whirling machine sound behind me. It seemed to fill the entire lobby, and I risked a glance over my shoulder to see the shape of the battle drones. There were two, each larger than a van and in the form of a six-legged robot spider. One was still squeezing its massive bulk out of the far hallway, but the other was hanging from the ceiling of the lobby, and its digital eyes fixed on me as if the thing was actually a hunting animal. There was a mini-gun attached to the bottom of the drone, and the spider-machine leveled its body so that the many barrels pointed in my direction.

Shit.

I will open the doors. Run faster, please.

Her voice was surprisingly calm in my head, and it helped bring my focus back to the distant doors. I leaned forward as I sprinted and pushed my muscular legs past their breaking point.

I heard the gun begin to whirl behind me.

The door was still fifteen meters away.

The sound of the bullets firing from the gun sounded less like a rapid tap on a snare drum, and more like a constant roar of a rocket engine. The tile floor around me instantly turned into dust, and I forced my screaming legs to leap out of the front doors of the megatower. They opened as I flew toward them, and my body lay horizontal as I passed through the opening.

I had thought the ground would be waiting for me on the other side of the door, but the front of the building was elevated on a high set of stairs, and we continued our falling trajectory for another ten meters.

Into the busy traffic of the city street.

I twisted my body at the last second to keep the woman in my arms safe from my landing. Fortunately, a sleek sedan broke my fall. Unfortunately, I felt all the discs in my back pop from the impact, and we bounced off and into the flow of traffic. A hundred horns screamed out warnings like a church choir, but all I could do was clutch the thin woman to my chest so that she wasn’t injured by the impact of the asphalt.

You are injured.

There wasn’t much concern in the words that echoed in my head. It was more of a statement of fact. I was actually a bit surprised I could hear her over the sound of the horns and the cars swerving around us. A few of the vehicles slammed into each other, and people started to scream. There was complete chaos in the street, and it was creating a good diversion for our escape.

“I’ll be okay,” I growled as I struggled to stand. My legs were kind of numb, but the rage that powered my mutation was already working to heal my shattered spine, and I was able to fight through the agony in my back. The woman wiggled free of my grip and the various straps of my two long weapons. Then she managed to get one of my arms over her frail shoulders. I almost laughed at the thought of her carrying me any length of distance, but laughing would have hurt even more right now.

There were a good fifty people on the far sidewalk, and they were all pointing at me with horror. I could understand their fear. I was a walking tiger covered in military armor and carrying a bunch of guns; who had just flown out of a megatower door, smashed a car with my bulk, and was now walking it off. I had no idea what planet I was on, but I was sure that this was the kind of stuff they saw on television, not what they ever expected to witness.

I noticed the crowd gasp, and then the fingers moved from pointing at the woman and me, to the far doorway of the megatower. I turned around and saw the spider-shaped battle drone squeezing its body out of the front door. The robot moved almost like a real spider, and the way it climbed onto the wall made me think it was alive.

I turned from the drone and tried to skip across the street. My left leg was starting to work, but I actually did have to lean on the woman a bit. I figured it would be another few seconds before I could use my right side again, and I hoped that we would be able to make it onto a side street before the drone came after us.

Would it even come after us? I had no idea how the official government or police forces worked in this world. For all I knew, the place I just freed the strange woman from was actually the government, and every single cop or soldier here would be searching for us.

My ears heard the distant whirl of the battle drone’s gun, and I turned around with surprise. I almost couldn’t believe what I was seeing. I pulled the black-haired woman into my arms and I threw myself to the ground.

It was half a second before thousands of bullets tore through the cars, buildings, and citizens on the busy street.

Horns went off, metal screeched, and people screamed. I saw the citizens on the street try to run, but the bullets were like a molten laser cutting through the crowd without remorse. Blood, clothes, pieces of building, hunks of sidewalk, and body parts flew everywhere, and I turned my back to the drone with a hope that my armor would keep the woman in my arms safe. We both lay as still as we possibly could, and I began to count the number of seconds that passed while the bullets laid waste to the city street.

Fifteen seconds passed before the guns stopped firing.

Somehow, I hadn’t been hit, but I didn’t even want to look at the rest of the street. It was now obvious that this woman was important to whoever these fucks were; since they were more than willing to kill hundreds of innocent people to ensure that she didn’t escape alive. We needed to get out of here, but I didn’t know how to move without the drones spotting us.

They will not stop until I am dead. They know their fates are sealed if I escape. Please help me, Adam.

“I’m trying,” I panted. “If you’ve got any ideas on escaping these assholes, let me know.” I expected the woman to ignore my question again, so I was surprised when she actually replied.

There is a manhole cover four meters northwest of us. By the white vehicle.

I pivoted my head up and around to see the sewer entrance. It was some four meters away, which might as well have been a kilometer away given that the battle drone was probably waiting for still alive on the street below to move so that it could open fire again.

At least my spine felt as if it was healed from the impact with the car.

“Hold onto me,” I growled to the woman. She didn’t make any sort of movement to indicate she heard me, but I figured that she had. I pushed against the street with my left boot and slid my shoulder across the broken tarmac of the street. The drone didn’t open fire, and I let out a sigh of relief.

Only three more meters to go.

I pushed again with the side of my left boot and felt more than a little thankful for my increased tiger strength. It was as if I performed single leg squats with over two hundred kilograms of resistance. Even the strongest of men would have had a problem doing this more than two or three times, but I felt just fine after six, and I glanced up again to see how far away the manhole cover was.

Still another meter and a half.

I was surprised the drone hadn’t seen me wiggle like a worm across the street. Maybe it was just out of ammo. I almost tried to turn my neck around to look at the thing, but I decided against the move. Even if the drone was out of ammo, it would have been able to crush me with one of its spider legs. It probably just hadn’t seen me and turning my head to look at it might be all the thing needed to know that I was alive.

Six more pushes brought me to the manhole cover. My next challenge was getting the thing off of the ground without the drones seeing me. I guessed it would be impossible, and I realized that I was just going to have to be quick, and hope I could make it down into the sewer before the thing could shoot me.

“Get ready to jump down. I’ll lift it, and you go. I’ll follow,” I instructed the woman, but she again gave me no sign she heard me. Her eyes were opened, though, and the strange red orbs stared into mine with an unnerving intensity.

“Here we go,” I growled as I lifted the cover. The thing was heavy, but I had no problem lifting it with one arm. The woman swung her bare legs into the hole and then she fell down. I pivoted my body around to jump in and caught sight of the two drones at the top of the stairs.

Both of the spider-tanks seemed to notice me as I saw them, and their Gatling guns began to whirl instantly. I didn’t even bother to grab for the ladder that I hoped was at the edge of the hole. I just dived into the dark pit and hoped I wouldn’t slam into the woman on the way down.

The bullets left the drone’s guns like a swarm of angry bees, and the manhole cover slammed closed behind me with the force of their impact. I reached out my left hand, grabbed onto a ladder rung, and then gagged as my shotgun got tangled up with a rung higher.  The strap tightened against my throat, and my vision started to turn white.

“Let go ass--” I began to say as I yanked my shotgun strap free. The weapon broke loose easily, but it seemed as if the ladder was made mostly of rust, and my violent movement had been the final force of nature to kill the thing. It broke free of the wall, and my stomach lurched as I became suddenly weightless.

I let out a growl as I fell into the darkness. My eyes hadn’t fully adjusted to the lack of light down here yet, but I could see that the pale woman was falling beneath me. She didn’t scream though, and I almost laughed at the irony of us both dying in a fall after we had escaped death so many times in the last few minutes.

Then I was in a river of water.

Sewer water.

It flowed over my head, and I fought against gagging and vomiting while I reminded myself not to breathe in the sewage. I kicked to the surface and was then swept up into the current of the disgusting river. The pale woman fought against the river next to me, and I reached out my left arm to grab her. I missed the first time, then the second time, but I managed to catch her the third time and I pulled her close to me.

Then we fell off a slimy waterfall, and I lost my grip on her.

I swam to the surface of the sewage again, tried not to vomit, and looked for the woman. She was splashing against the current downstream of me, and I kicked my powerful legs a few more times to catch up to her. My vision had adjusted to the darkness now, and I could see her red eyes actually looked a bit panicked. I pulled her to me again and caught a ladder on the side of the river.

A few tense seconds later, I managed to yank us both out of the filth and onto a pathway a good two meters above the river. I gulped air when we were safe, felt my insides twist, and then couldn’t keep the contents of my stomach down. I vomited down into the river until my actions were just a dry heave. The retching took me a good half minute, and I felt the woman’s hands gently pat me on the shoulders near the end. It was meant to be a soothing motion, and I nodded at her once I’d finished puking.

“Thanks,” I said, but the woman didn’t nod or smile.

They will keep looking. We must continue our escape.

“Where? Do you have friends who can help us? I have none on this planet. I don’t even know where we are.”

We are on Trappist-1e. Eventually, we will need funds to procure a ship. For the moment, we need to continue. We need money and a place to rest. Let us continue in the sewer for a bit more and then go to the surface. How long can you maintain your form?

“The longest I’ve done it is for half an hour. I get so angry, and my hunger overwhelms me. I start to lose myself. I saw others go insane when the scientists kept them in this state for too long.” I closed my eyes as I spoke and tried to push the memories away. How long had it been since the collar forced me to change? Fifteen minutes? Twenty? The helmet had a clock on it I used to track the time, so I felt a bit naked without it. Still, I didn’t feel very angry yet. I didn’t feel as if the rage was starting to burn the edges of my mind. I would be fine for another quarter of an hour, or so I guessed.

I do not want you to go insane. Let us find some money and a place to rest. As I said before, speed is of great importance. The quicker we can get away from them the harder it will be for them to follow us.

“Right. Let’s go. Are you going to tell me who they are, and why they had you imprisoned there?” I asked her as I began to walk.

The woman followed me, but she didn’t answer, and I decided not to ask again until we had made it to safety.
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Eye of the Tiger - Chapter 4

It took us an hour to get out of the stinking sewer. We found ourselves in the slums of the city and snuck through streets filled with junkies, gangs, and poor for another quarter of an hour before we found a motel. We still didn’t have any money for a room, but I’d managed to find a plastic tarp to cover my head and shoulders.

I had never maintained my half-tiger form for this long, and I felt my hunger gnaw through my stomach like a disease. The starvation made my anger spiral to a slight insanity, and I couldn’t help from growling every time I breathed in the stench of the sewer that covered us. The feline part of my soul wanted to clean myself up, but we didn’t have time for such activities, and that also made me angry.

The motel we found was called Way Place, but both of the “a” letters were not casting their neon glow into the night sky. So it just looked like Wy Plce with some Chinese characters underneath.

A group of four women leaned against the wall of the motel, and their attire convinced me they were prostitutes. As if on cue, a man pulled up on a new looking cruiser motorcycle, addressed the four by the name “bitches” and then beckoned for them to all follow him into the alleyway next to the building. They seemed to know the man, and my animal senses could taste their terror from across the street. He must have been their pimp.

He will do.

The strange woman’s words drifted into my mind almost as if I had thought of them myself.

“Confirmed,” I growled, and readied my shotgun.

No gun. Cut his throat. He is clean.

“What do you mean by ‘clean’?” I asked, but the strange woman didn’t answer. Her white lab coat was now the dark yellow color of piss, and she smelled as bad as I did. I hadn’t been able to find her any shoes, and her dirty bare feet looked out of place on the neon reflecting surface of the sidewalk where we hid.

I need him.

“Uhhh. Whatever,” I felt jealousy spin my anger out of control, and I wrestled with the idea of hitting the woman. I had just saved her life, multiple times, but she needed another man now? Fuck her.

I took a deep breath and forced myself to relax. I was too angry. Damn it. She wanted me to kill the man with my knife. I didn’t need to get jealous. Why was I even feeling that way in the first place? Yeah, she was beautiful, even when she was in obvious need of a meal or twenty, but it wasn’t like saving her life meant I owned her. Calm the fuck down, Adam. This is your beast talking. It is the rage trying to take control of you.

I really needed to change back into a human.

A woman’s scream brought me out of my meditation, and I looked both ways on the street before sprinting across.

“I need my money every! Fucking! Night! Bitch!” The man was slapping one of the four women, and the other three were pleading with him in a language I didn’t recognize. I didn’t know what the currency looked like on this planet, but the man clenched a roll of red colored paper in the hand he wasn’t beating the woman with. The three other prostitutes each held out crumpled leaves of it, as if they could deposit it into a slot on his shoulders to prevent him from hitting their friend.

“Stop,” I growled as I slowed my sprint and walked into the alley.

“Whaaada you?” He looked like he may have been of Asian ancestry, but his skin was darker than the other women. He pushed away from the hooker he was beating, looked at the long guns hanging from my shoulders, and reached into his leather jacket.

I could have used my claws to rip his head off of his shoulders, but the strange woman told me to use my knife, and I pulled one of the many out of its sheath while I stepped across the alley. He was slow to reach for his weapon, probably because he was terrified of the giant, tarp covered monster that had suddenly appeared in the alley, and I was able to slice open his throat with surgical precision. My attack didn’t kill him instantly, and the man continued to pull his gun. I caught his wrist with my left hand, and then I held him while he struggled to cover the wound with his other hand.

The women screeched when I cut open his throat, but I ignored them. As soon as the man was dead, they set their cash on the ground before my boots and began to beg in the language I didn’t understand.

“Get out of here!” I snarled at them, and the four prostitutes ran into the dark corner of the alley away from the motel.

I crouched down and picked up the roll of cash the pimp carried. Then I searched his pockets. He had tried to pull out a meaty chrome revolver from his belt. It was a heavy thing that carried five bullets larger than my thumb. I doubted the man had the strength in his grip to even shoot the massive revolver, but I did. I took its holster, and the three speed loader cylinders that were attached to it. I also grabbed the keys to his motorcycle and fished out his wallet from his pants pocket.

The strange woman walked past me as I picked up the other stacks of cash the women had left in the alley. It took me a few moments to gather everything, put it in the man’s wallet, and then turn to her, but when I did, I let out a shocked gasp and took a step back.

It appeared that she was eating the man.

The strange woman was crouched on all fours with her face over his neck. Her long black hair concealed what she was doing, but I heard the sounds of her lips smacking together.

“What are you doing?” I growled as soon as I gained my composure. The woman didn’t answer, and I felt rage fill my stomach. How dare she not answer me? I had saved her life. I had killed for her. I had—

I couldn’t move. The effect was sudden, and I saw that the woman was holding her left hand out to me. Her fingers were spread as if she was trying to touch me, but we were two meters away from each other. My boots weren’t actually touching the surface of the street, and I tried to jerk myself back onto the ground. It was as if there was a rope tied around my entire body. No, it was as if I was paralyzed since I couldn’t even flex my muscles. All I could do was watch the strange woman crouch over the man.

My anger turned to disgust, and then into terror, and then into anger again. How was she keeping me like this? I had seen her take off my collar, and fling the grenade back, but I was a half-monster bulk of a man who could lift hundreds of kilograms over my head with ease.

Be still, my Adam. I am almost finished.

Her words came to my mind, and I felt my anger fade. This woman was strange, but she had saved my life. I owed her a blood debt, and I felt shame coil through my stomach. I knew it was the beast feeding my anger, but I was the beast now, and I didn’t want to hate this strange woman.

She moaned and stood from the corpse of the man. Her face was covered with blood, and it dribbled down her chin to splatter on the front of her filth covered lab coat.

She opened her mouth, and I let out a gasp despite the paralysis.

She had no teeth or tongue.

The people who held her in the tank must have yanked them out, and my emotions sprinted from sadness to anger again. I knew what it was like to be experimented and tortured, but the idea of them pulling out this beautiful woman’s teeth and tongue made me want to kill every last one of those fuckers.

The woman made a soft growling sound, and I saw white dots appear on her gums. The dots turned into small teeth five seconds later, and then the smaller teeth continued to push out until they were proportioned to her face.

Her canines kept growing, though.

They extended another three centimeters past where normal human teeth would have stopped. They were fangs, like mine, only the rest of her teeth hadn’t taken on the sharp structure that a carnivore's should possess. Her tongue was also healing or growing, or maybe regenerating, and it rolled to the front of her mouth like a flower petal.

“That is better. Ummmm,” she moaned aloud, and I felt my boots touch the ground.

I could move now and look back to the corpse of the man I cut. It didn’t look as if the woman had actually eaten his neck. It just looked as if she smeared her face over his wound.

“I just needed a little sustenance. It has been so long,” she said, and I turned back to stare at her. The woman’s voice was a dark, husky tone, and it looked as if there was actually a bit of color coming to her cheeks.

“What are you?” I asked as I stared at the blood dripping from her face.

“I am like you, Adam. Changed into something beyond human.” She wiped some of the red off of her face with her fingers, and then she licked it off with her new tongue. Her red eyes rolled back into her skull when she tasted the stuff, and a shiver of dread cascaded down my massive spine.

“A vampire?” I asked. I felt like an idiot asking because everyone knew vampires weren’t real. But here I was, talking to a beautiful pale woman, with dark hair and fangs, while she licked the blood off of her fingers.

Weretigers weren’t supposed to be real either, but I was evidence of such a thing.

“Hmmm. That word might work, but it doesn’t explain everything. I am sorry for feeding in front of you. I know you are starving as well. It has been so long since I have had a taste. I need to remind myself not to overindulge,” she said as she licked the last bit of blood from her fingers. There was still a lot on her face.

“How long?” I asked.

“I don’t know for sure. There was no way for me to count the passing of days. One of the men who captured me had a son. The boy grew into a man and had another son. All three of them were tasked with experimenting on me.”

“That sounds like a lot of years.”

“They took my teeth and tongue out first, and only gave me enough to live, but not heal. It was the beginning of my torture. You have endured a similar treatment, Adam. We are the same.” The woman smiled at me, and I felt the dread in my stomach leave.

“How did they capture you in the first place? You seem very powerful.” My words came out as a growl, and I felt my hunger start to push on my rage again.

“We will talk about that later.” The woman gestured to the motel. “Let us get a room, clean ourselves, and get you sustenance. You will also need to rest.”

“Okay,” I said as I adjusted the tarp over my head again. Changing back into my human form would take me an agonizing half minute, and I’d have to sleep immediately afterward, so I wanted to wait until we were safe in the room.

I followed the strange woman to the front of the street, and into the door of the motel. The place was the kind of shithole that reminded me of where I grew up, and it brought me memories of my previous life. The memories were painful, and I forced my angry brain to push them aside.

“I need a room. One with a large bathtub and clean linens,” the woman said to the old man at the front desk. He sat behind ten centimeters of armored glass, and the vampire had to lean into a microphone to speak.

The man said something in the language I didn’t understand, and the woman replied in the same tongue. He said something else, and he pointed at her dirty lab coat. He sounded angry, but she calmly replied. The conversation continued for another half minute, but then she seemed to have said something he agreed with, and he nodded with a smile.

“Give me the wallet, please,” she asked, and I passed her what I had taken from the pimp. The vampire pulled out a card from inside of the folds and then passed it through a slot in the glass. Then she grabbed a dozen of the bills from the wallet and passed them through the same slot. The old man smiled, bobbed his head, and then passed us a room key.

“Thank you,” she said as she grabbed the key from the slot. The beautiful woman nodded to me, and I followed her out of the narrow entrance hallway and into the small lobby. There was an elevator there, but it was covered in tape, and I guessed that the archaic lettering on the sign meant it was out of order.

“Up the stairs. We are on the top floor. The man is going to get us some clothes and food. Then you can rest. Just a few more minutes, Adam.”

“Confirmed,” I growled, and my vision started to swim. I felt like I wanted to tear the place down around our heads, or kill the man at the front counter, or take off my armor and run until I turned into the creature I looked like. I just hated these walls being around me like a cage. But I didn’t do any of that. Instead, I followed the half naked woman up the stairs to our hotel room.
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Eye of the Tiger - Chapter 5

I awoke with a flinch and spun around in my sheets. I wasn’t in my cell, nor was I lying on my cot, and my heart beat frantically while I glanced around the bedroom.

It was a good size, maybe nine by twelve meters. On the far side of the room, a pole connected the ceiling and the floor. It was surrounded by couches, and I guessed its use immediately. The walls were painted pink with darker red stripes, and the ceiling was made mostly of mirrors. The bed I lay upon was covered with red sheets made of nice satin, and it was shaped like a giant heart.

There was a woman lying on the bed with me.

She was beautiful. With hair that looked like obsidian, skin flawless white like whipped cream, and full lips the same color as a red rose. She lay on her back beside me, and the satin sheets had fallen free of her chest. Her right breast was exposed, and her nipple was erect. For a second I wondered if I was dreaming, but then I realized my imagination would never be able to create a woman this beautiful, so I guessed she was real.

I moved the sheet up to cover her chest, and then I slid out of the slippery bed. I was naked and didn’t see my clothes anywhere. My mother and sister were probably worried about me. How had I even afforded this room? Or this woman? I’d just started working for the Yakuza to pay off our debts, and they didn’t reward new blood with such extravagances.

There was a door on the wall near me, and I figured it was a bathroom. I realized I needed to piss, and I stumbled across the floor on aching legs. Damn, that woman had really done a number on me. I wondered who she was, and if I’d ever be able to spend the night with her again.

Then I opened the door to the bathroom, saw the bathtub filled with armor and weapons, and then my memories slammed into me like a bus. I remembered my sister’s operation. I remembered my mother’s debt. I recalled deserting the Marines so I could try to make money. I recalled my first ten jobs with the Yakuza. I remembered getting caught during the bank robbery and getting sent to prison.

It was a private prison, and I’d been sold off for medical experiments.

I remembered the torture, and the missions, and then I remembered saving the woman who lay in the bed in the other room. She had cleaned me up in the shower, taken off my armor, and then dragged me to bed. She’d told me to stay awake so that I could eat, but I hadn’t been able to. The change back into my human form took too much out of me, and I’d passed out against her wishes.

“It’s been three days,” her voice was a whisper in my ear, and I almost tripped as I spun around. The beautiful woman was naked, and she stood in the entrance of the large bathroom.

“Oh,” was all I could manage to say as my eyes roamed her skin. There was no hair on her body other than her head, eyebrows, and eyelashes, so I could see the slit of her entrance between her legs. Then I remembered that the woman was able to read my mind, or something, and I forced my eyes to meet her strange red orbs.

“You are amusing to me, Adam.” She smiled, and I tried not to stare at her fangs.

“And you are naked,” I said with a slight laugh.

“So are you.” Her eyes roamed my body, and I felt heat come to my cheeks. “The man brought us some clothes. You should put them on and then eat.” She nodded out into the room, and I noticed a shopping bag on the floor.

“Got it.” I picked it up and then returned to the bathroom so that I could use the toilet.

The bag contained a three pack of underwear, socks, tennis shoes, jeans, and a black tee shirt. The pants were too wide and long for me, but I found a belt at the bottom of the bag and I was able to roll up the legs unto cuffs. The man downstairs must have guessed at my size when I was in my half-tiger form.

“There is food in the small refrigerator on my side of the bed,” the woman said to me when I exited the bathroom. She was still naked and sat perched on the side of the bed with her long legs crossed.

“Thank you.” I grabbed the plastic containers out of the small fridge and then set them on a coffee table in the corner of the room by the pole. The food was noodles mixed with vegetables and meat, but it was all soaked in so much soy sauce that it was a bit hard to tell what kind of meat and veggies it was through the salt. I didn’t care though. Changing between my forms always left me famished, and gourmet food would have been a waste on me.

I finished the first container in half a minute, and then I moved onto the next one. The woman rose from the bed and bent over to pick up another bag from the floor by the bathroom. She moved like a dancer, and it was hard for me to remember how frail she had seemed in my arms when I first pulled her from the tube.

“I wish to take another shower. Then I will put on my clothes and we will speak.” She turned to face me, and I tried to keep my eyes off of her body. It was actually pretty easy since I was starving.

“Confirmed,” I said as I pushed another bite of cold noodles into my mouth.

The woman walked into the bathroom, and I heard the shower turn on. For a second I worried about the pile of armor and weapons in the bathtub, but there was a separate shower in the room, and I guessed the vampire was using that to clean herself.

I finished the next container of food and then killed a third one. There was a fourth box I really wanted to devour, but I didn’t know if the woman had eaten yet, and my chivalry ended up winning against my appetite.

You may eat it. I am fine.

Her words were stronger in my mind than when she first communicated with me, and I wondered how much of my thoughts she was picking up. Did she know how beautiful I found her? Did she know about my anger? She had spoken about my honor, despite my past. Did she know about my mother’s debt, me fleeing the military, and the Yakuza? Did she know about my time in prison?

Adam, eat your food. Then we will speak. You are my savior, and I do not want you to feel any shame around me.

“Confirmed,” I said aloud with a sigh. The words in my head made me feel better, even though they probably should have terrified me.

I heard the shower turn off a few minutes later, and the woman exited the bathroom shortly after. She wore a loose pair of jeans, thick silver belt, and a long sleeve sweatshirt with Asian characters on the front. She was towel drying her long mane of black hair, and she gave me a fanged smile as she sat down on the couch beside me.

“The powers that held me prisoner will be searching for me. They will not stop until I am returned to them or dead,” she began. “You are in a similar situation, although I believe your captors do not have a strong presence on this planet. Therefore, they will have a harder time trying to find you. Especially if you stay in this form.” She gestured to my body, and I nodded.

“You said we need to get a ship. Can we book passage off of this planet? That seems like the least expensive way to go. Although, we might still need more money,” I said as I thought about the cash I had taken from the pimp. I didn’t know how much inter solar system tickets cost, but a trip from my home moon of Ganymede to Earth would have cost three months’ worth of the average citizen’s salary.

“The organization that captured me has their tentacles across this planet and has major operations across the others in the Trappist system. They will recognize me as soon as I step foot into a space port.”

“What is the plan then? Uh. I don’t know your name.” I looked into the woman’s eyes after I spoke and she didn’t say anything for a few moments.

“A name? Yes. It has been a long time.” She bit her lip and seemed to consider my question for a few moments. “Eve will work.”

“Eve?” I asked with a raised eyebrow.

“Yes. They called you Adam because you were the first to live through their experiments. Correct?”

“Yes,” I sighed.

“And I would not exist now in this form without you, Adam. It is fitting.” She smiled at me.

“Doesn’t Eve betray Adam?” I asked with a smirk.

“No, she brings him knowledge against the wishes of God. Ha,” she laughed deeply, and the sound cascaded through my ears with a pleasurable sensation. “Yes. I like this name even more as I consider it. Eve is better than any name I’ve ever been called before. Please use it, Adam.”

“Confirmed, but wasn’t Eve also Adam’s wife?” I snickered.

“Do you want me to be your wife?” she asked with a coy smile.

“Uhhh. That is… I uhhh.” I hadn’t quite expected her response, and my tongue tripped over itself.

She laughed again and her red eyes glittered with mirth.

“Perhaps we will talk of that another time. Work first, agreed?” she asked, and I nodded.

“What is the plan?” I asked.

“There are many like us,” she said. The woman had been drying off her hair, but she seemed to be done, and she set the wet towel down on the couch next to her.

“Like us?”

“Some exactly like us. Some like us in the sense that they are being used as weapons. They are prisoners, and forced to fight in an endless battle between the mega corporations, governments, and militaries of our galaxy. It has been a long time since we escaped Earth’s gravity to colonize the Milky Way, but while we should have reached enlightenment, we’ve only duplicated the environment of our ancestors.” She let out a deep breath and closed her red eyes. “There is no more honor. No more justice. There are only the powerful minority who choose to exploit and take from those around them. I spent endless years of tortured solitude in that tube. I won’t tell you of all the things they did to me, but there wasn’t a day that passed where I didn’t pray for freedom. I swore that if I ever did escape, I would spend the remainder of my life trying to free others, and protect the innocent.” The woman opened her eyes and stared into mine with a burning intensity. “I’ve looked into your soul, Adam. I’ve seen what you have done. I’ve seen the remorse and the grief there. I know all of your darkness, and your light. We are the same, you and I. I can’t do this alone, and the thought of you by my side during this war makes me believe I can win. That we can win and help the galaxy. You won’t quit. You’ll fight until the last breath leaves your body.”

“I’ve quit before,” I sighed and rubbed the bridge of my nose.

“You asked them to let you go. You told them about your sister and your mother. They said no. You asked them to raise your pay, or to pay you in advance so that you could cover her debt. They said no. What else were you supposed to do? You didn’t quit the marines. You took the only path left open to you. Even though you knew you’d probably end up dead or in jail.”

I didn’t know what to say to Eve’s words. I could only replay the scene of me begging the colonel to discharge me. The man hadn’t cared about my problems, he’d only cared that I’d gotten ten confirmed kills on the last ship raid. I was one of his best special ops soldiers, and he told me my life belonged to the Jupiter United government.

“Will you join me?” she asked after a few moments of silence.

“I think you already know the answer to that,” I said as I took my fingers from my eyes. “You’ve ‘seen into my soul’ or something.”

“Yes, but I still want to hear your answer.”

“I have nowhere else to go, Eve. You say I saved you, but you saved me. If we are in the Trappist system, we are a good forty light years from Jupiter. I’m a long way from home, but maybe that isn’t where my home is anymore. I’ll help you.”

“We are bound to each other.” She smiled at me, and I was able to keep my eyes from staring at her strange fangs.

“Confirmed,” I said as I returned her smile.

“They showcased me. I was their little prize. They brought many of their top men into gawk at me. They did not know I could pierce their souls until much later, and then they locked me away. I know all they have planned. They have a military grade shipyard on the outskirts of the city. My information might be a bit old, but we should be able to find a vessel there. If we are lucky, it will have a warpdrive and space folding capabilities along with long range weapons.”

“If we are unlucky?” I asked with a snort.

“Then we will both end up in the ground before we have the chance to help anyone.” Eve laughed and then leaned back into the couch. “We have both been rather unlucky in our lives, but I feel as if that streak has changed. I am free now, as are you. Let us ride until we die.”

“Now that is an expression I can get behind.” I joined her laugh, and then we began to plan a way to break into a megacorp's shipyard.
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Eye of the Tiger - Chapter 6

We stayed in the hotel room for the rest of the day and spoke about the facility. Eve admitted it had been many years since she picked up the information about the shipyard, so there was a chance that they were no longer building spacecraft there. However, when she read the minds of the executives who came to “oversee her progress” she had come to understand that many of the craft were experimental, or state of the art, and it would take them many more years to finish the projects.

“There will be something we can steal and use to get off of this planet. Speed is important. I want revenge on them for what they have done, but as I said before, this corporation is powerful, and controls most of the planet. You and I cannot hope to beat them alone. We need a ship, and we need friends,” she said as we finished packing up the last of our meager belongings.

“I like the plan,” I said as I finished putting on my armor. Even though I was broad of shoulder and muscular for a human, my changed form was much larger, so the armor hung about me as if I was a child in his father’s outfit.

“I’ve got your spare clothes.” The mysterious woman pointed to the backpack on her shoulder. “I paid the old man to move the pimp’s motorcycle into the back-parking area behind the building. If it’s not there, we can steal a car.”

“You know how to steal a car?” I asked.

“No.” She smiled at me. “But you do.”

“Ha. I should be mad at you for reading my thoughts,” I said as I put a raincoat on over my armor. Once it was in place I slung the shotgun and rifle across my shoulders. They might look a bit conspicuous on my back while we both rode the motorcycle, but I didn’t want to leave them in the hotel.

“You are not,” she answered as she opened the door to the love themed room.

I walked past her and took the point position walking down the flights of stairs. We were still nervous that Eve’s captors might have figured out we were here, but the television in our suite was set to the city’s news station, and there hadn’t even been a report about the spider drone killing all the people in the street. It seemed as if these people wanted to keep a lid on the news.

It probably meant that they had a lot of eyes in the street. They might have drones with facial recognition technology, or police with our descriptions. I wasn’t worried about them identifying me, since I didn’t look like a giant walking tiger anymore, but they’d be able to identify Eve’s face.

“Those methods can always be foiled. The motorcycle had a helmet on the back, I will just wear that. The digital display on the inside of the visor will keep out any drone’s spotting technology,” Eve explained as we reached the ground floor.

“What if you are wrong?” I asked as we walked toward the rear of the hotel. The conditions of these hallways reminded me that rooms were rented by the quarter hour, but we didn’t walk past any working girls or their clients.

Eve didn't answer me.

The motorcycle was still parked out in the back, and I had a chance to examine it better. It was a cruiser style, with a big hydroelectric engine that might only need a recharge every year or two. The beast was mostly chrome, but the parts where it wasn’t were painted black or covered with dark leather. It was probably expensive, but the pimp I had killed did carry a lot of cash on him, so I should have expected it.

“Let’s go,” I said as I swung my leg over the broad back of the two-wheeled machine.

Eve moved the hanging guns around on my back before she sat behind me. I turned my head a bit to watch her don the black helmet, and then she gave me a thumbs up.

I inserted the key fob into the control panel and started the motorcycle. It looked as if this machine was once outfitted with a DNA or thumbprint scanner, but the unit had been ripped off and replaced with this easier ignition system. Maybe the pimp had stolen this bike?

Didn’t matter. It was mine now, and I made a quick lean to get it out onto the back alleyway as I juiced the engine.

Then we were out in the neon streets.

This city was named Bandar Arang, and it was a melting pot of old American, Malaysian, and Chinese cultures. Eve seemed to have been familiar with this planet, and she explained that this was one of the first places inhabited after the planet was terraformed. The city might as well have been nameless to me. It looked like the thousands of other cities I had visited during my stint in the military, time with the Yakuza, or imprisonment as “Adam.” The cities were a yin-yang of bright neon signs and dark, dirty alleys. Life was cheaper than food in most of the non-Earth solar systems, and people lived with only the small shred of hope that they could beg, borrow, or steal something to give them pleasure for a few hours.

Make a right up ahead.

Eve’s words floated into my brain. Taking a right at the next street corner would lead us in the wrong direction, but I followed her instructions anyway, and slowed the motorcycle down to thirty-five kilometers per hour before I turned.

It was early evening, but there wasn’t much traffic out. I cut through a few rows of transport vans and waited for Eve to give me another order. She didn’t speak for a few more minutes and I almost wanted to ask her what was going on when I stopped at a red light.

Make this right.

I twisted the throttle of the large motorcycle and cut right across the lane to make my turn. We rode for another half a minute and the woman asked for me to make another right. I followed her instructions and knew she suspected that we were being followed.

Since the hotel. I do not believe it is the corporation that we are intending to escape. I think the motel owner might have told some people about us. These could be friends of the pimp you killed, or they could be other pimps looking for prey.

“Foolish of them,” I growled into the night air, but I doubted the woman hanging onto waist could hear me.

Maybe. You were covered with blood when we checked in, so they might have been waiting for me to leave alone so they could kidnap me. I do not have the sense that the hotel owner would betray us, but money is a motivator for those who have little. This also could have been orchestrated by someone who observed the security feeds from the hallway. In the end, it does not matter. We either need to lose them or kill them. They are criminals that prey on the weak and innocent, so I would prefer the latter, but that might leave too many bodies behind us and attract attention.

“Confirmed,” I said as I pulled the motorcycle through the traffic. We had done a bit of research on the city using the room’s television data connection, and I knew that we were heading east now. The direction would take us into the downtown area of the city. It was possible that I’d be able to lose our trackers in the more congested streets, but it would also mean there would be more of a chance for the megacorp we were fleeing to find us.

I made the next right turn, and then another so that we were heading in the same direction we had been in the beginning. I didn’t want to risk them following us, but I’d be able to deal with a bunch of thugs in a car without breaking a sweat. I wouldn’t even have to change my form.

I wasn’t going to be able to deal with one of those spider drones without some sort of missile launcher or rocket propelled grenade.

I thought our motel was in a bad part of the city, but the roads were paved and there had been running water and electricity. After another few minutes of driving, we reached the unlit slum outskirts of Bandar Arang.

I had to re-evaluate my personal definition of the term “shithole.” This part of the city was mostly made of stacked shipping crates. Some of the containers were made out of metal, but most were made of plastic, wood, or even cardboard. The road might have once been paved, but it had endured too many seasons of rain, and there were more potholes on the surface than flat parts. My motorcycle wasn’t an off-road model, but its heavy shocks allowed me to take the rough road at about forty kilometers an hour.

It was obvious we were being tailed now. Most of the traffic had turned off and gone another direction ten minutes ago, but two silver painted sedans still followed. They were a hundred and fifty meters behind us still, and I guessed they would try to make their move when we reached the end of the slums.

A few children ran out to try to get money from us. Their clothes were dirty, their limbs were mostly bones, and their stomachs were fat with parasitic infection. I turned my head a bit to check the distance of the cars behind us, and I saw Eve distribute some of our loose cash with a flourish of her fingers.

It probably will not help, but maybe it will buy them a meal. A small comfort to the universe's lost children.

Her words entered my mind with a gentle whisper, and I turned my eyes forward to study the dark road. My vision wasn't as good as when in my half tiger form, but they were still much better than a normal human’s, and I could see very well with just the single light from the front of my motorcycle. There were only two hundred meters of road left of the slum, and then I saw the asphalt twist across the starlit horizon before it crested a ridge into the abyss of the badlands. There wasn’t much I could use as cover in a gunfight, but the road seemed to be a bit smoother, and I wondered if I could turn off my lights and outrace the two sedans following us. It was worth a try, and I glanced over my shoulder again to gauge the distance of the cars.

Then we were out of the slums, and the tires of my big motorcycle were ripping across the road in a frantic effort to hold onto the engine’s acceleration.

The motorcycle was actually a bit faster than I would have thought, and the machine jumped up to sixty kilometers an hour in a half twist of the throttle. Eve’s hands wrapped around my stomach tighter, and I saw the tips of her black hair flap in the side mirrors. My sudden acceleration hadn’t been expected by whoever was driving the cars, and I saw their silver shapes fade into the distance. My thumb found the light switch on the left grip, and I turned off all the motorcycle’s lights. I could still see decently because of the changes to my body, so I increased our speed.

Then we were going a hundred kilometers an hour, and the wind was a constant scream in my ears. I didn’t have a helmet on, or sunglasses, but my eyes healed almost instantly from the wind damage, so I just accepted the pain as part of my escape strategy. I doubted the road conditions would let me ride any faster than my current speed, but that also meant the two cars following us wouldn’t be able to go much faster either.

Eve didn’t say anything in my mind while we rode, but I did feel her weight shift a bit in the saddle when she checked behind us. A little more than five minutes passed, and she spoke to me again.

We have not lost them. I have spotted a drone in the air.

“I can shoot it out of the sky if it is low enough,” I said to the wind. I doubted she could actually hear me, but the woman knew what was on my mind. I reminded myself again that I should have been a little more upset about the invasion of privacy. Or I should have at least been upset I was riding around with a vampire. That was something out of a fairy tale or television show. Vampires weren’t supposed to be real.

Then again, weretigers weren’t either.

This might work to our advantage. We will need to take the road north. We should ride past the west perimeter of the base. Their sensors will pick up a drone and might engage.

“Yeah, but they might see us also, and engage with us.” It was the one hole in our plan. Eve just wanted to see if the place was still active. If it was, the next part of the mission would be tracking down the people she could remember who worked on the project. We’d find a few, figure out their security credentials, and then piece together a plan to get inside. If the place was abandoned, we would have to come up with another plan to get money and charter a private ship off of the planet.

This was just the start of our—

Watch out!

Her words pierced my mind like an icicle, and I leaned hard to the right. A wave of bullets slammed into the road where we’d been a second before, and I twisted the throttle to try to escape the follow up salvo of bullets. I was lucky, and whoever was piloting the drone hadn’t expected me to increase my speed on the dark road. The next burst of bullets pierced the road behind us. I could see the tail end of blast fire emerging from the drone, but I would have to stop riding, grab my rifle from over my shoulder, turn around in the saddle, and then take a shot at it. There just wasn’t any time to do any of that, and I slammed on the brakes as a blast of the gun fire smashed into the road in front of us.

I brought my left leg down and grunted. My movement yanked the bike around to face the opposite direction while its rear wheel spun across the road. It would have been easier without Eve on my back, but then again, I was strong enough to pick up the five hundred kilogram motorcycle’s front end and twist it around without much issue. Her weight was probably moot in the grand scheme of things.

You are heading toward them.

“I know,” I said as took my left arm off of the grip of the bike. I had to shift my shoulder a bit to get the rifle to slide down from the spot where it hung at the bottom left of my side. Eve realized what I was trying to do, and the onyx-haired woman pushed on the butt of the rifle so it came into my hand easier.

The two pairs of headlights appeared over the ridge. They probably knew I was ahead of them because of their drone, and they probably knew that I had a rifle, but they probably didn’t realize half of my magazines were filled with military grade armor piercing rounds.

“Which car?” I asked as I raised the rifle. My thumb found the fire mode level on the side of the weapon and flipped it to Auto with a practiced ease.

Left.

I slammed the heel of my boot down on the rear brake of the motorcycle and the back wheel slid across the broken asphalt. The bike lurched forward, but I had no trouble keeping the holosight on target. The cars were still driving toward us, and I guessed they either had confidence that their armor would protect them, or the person flying the drone hadn’t told them I was pointing a rifle at them.

It didn’t matter either way. They were all about to die.

I squeezed the trigger and a stream of armor piercing rounds exited the front of the rifle as if the gun was a laser. The first few bullets didn’t shatter the front windshield, so my guess about the armor was probably correct. The special bullets did pierce the glass and ripped into the passengers. I put a dozen bullets where I thought the driver was and then traced a line through the center area of the windshield with my bullets to put another dozen where I thought the passenger would be sitting. The car started to drift to the side as soon as I started shooting, and I knew one of my bullets had hit the driver.

Then I poured the rest of my ammo into the next car. This sedan made a sharp brake when I first began to shoot through the front glass, and I guessed that the driver had died instantly.

Left car has someone still alive.

I flipped the kickstand down to hold up the bike and then motioned for Eve to get off of the back. She did so, and I got off of the machine. I had no more bullets left in my rifle magazine, so I switched it out for a fresh one, but with regular ammo, before I handed it to the woman. Then I adjusted my shotgun so I could fire it and moved toward the left car.

The door came open in my hand, and I twisted my face out of the way to avoid the pistol that suddenly appeared. The man got off a shot that missed me by a kilometer, and I managed to grab onto his wrist with my left hand. I yanked hard on the limb to pull him out of his seat and onto the dark battered road. He looked like the usual drone pilot; with a wire coming out of the side of his skull and connecting to the control device of the air drone. The man had a bullet through his stomach and he cried out as he struggled to free his gun arm from my grip.

“There might be a way you can get out of this alive,” I growled to the man, but it wasn’t clear he understood what I was saying, since he responded with a string of words I didn’t recognize.

“I will translate,” Eve said once she stood next to me. She’d taken her helmet off, and I guessed that it lay on the saddle of our motorcycle.

“Good. Tell him to--”

“Fly his drone where we want to go. I understand, and it is a great idea.”

The beautiful woman’s hair seemed to pour into the night air when she crouched next to the drone pilot. I didn’t understand her words, but the man relaxed after she had spoken.

“He is going to do as we want, but you should still take the pistol from him,” she said after they conversed for half a minute.

“Confirmed.” I had my shotgun trained on the man while I held his wrist, and I let go of my weapon so I could take the pistol from his grip. His gun fit into my belt, and I let go of his wrist after I checked him for knives.

“Our earlier guess was correct,” she said to me as she moved to stand behind the man. “They were planning on using me as a sex slave.”

“Scumbags,” I growled, and even though I wasn’t a giant weretiger at the moment, the drone pilot still gasped at me. The man’s clothes looked threadbare, and he had the usual skin marks of a junkie.

Eve said a few words to the man, and he set about controlling his drone. There were a few joystick controllers on the terminal the man held, but most of the better pilots used their brain links to control the devices. I was still worried that he would use the thing to attack us from the air, so I resumed my stance with my shotgun pointing at him.

Eve and the pilot spoke off and on for a few more minutes, and the beautiful vampire gestured for me to step closer so I could see the screen on the man’s control terminal.

“We might only get a few moments of view time,” she said. “It looks active. There are some lights, and I see a supply truck entering through the gate.”

I looked over the top of the small screen and confirmed Eve’s words. The structure was still about two kilometers away from the drone’s area position. The place was larger than I expected, with a main building that took up almost the entire length of the view. The truck Eve mentioned looked like an ant compared to it, and I saw the wall around the property rose much higher than the truck’s profile.

“I’m surprised a facility that large is this close to the city,” I said.

“Doesn’t matter. My captors own the city, and most of the planet. It is only a few kilometers out to keep people from getting too curious. They haven’t taken our drone yet, so I’m guessing they are used to getting fly overs. They might not care. I’ll tell him to do a few more passes and then see how low we can get.”

“Do you want to risk the drone? It looks as if there are manual controls. We could take it and use it again for surveillance.”

“That is a good idea. Especially because it has a gun on it. Thank you for recommending it, Adam.” The woman smiled at me and felt a tingle of pleasure cascade down my skin.

We watched the screen in silence for a handful of minutes. It was hard to tell the exact dimension of the complex, but I guessed the wall around it to be four kilometers wide at the longest side, and maybe two in width. Besides the main building, there were eight other structures I guessed housed workers or stored equipment. Each corner of the wall was joined with a defense tower that held gun turrets, and I saw the same kind of spider drones that attacked us on the street patrolling the outer perimeter. To call the place a fortress would be putting it mildly. I didn’t know how we’d be able to get inside without first breaking into their security systems.

“If this facility was owned by any other company, I would agree with you, but I’ve had insight into the organization of our enemy. There are eight corporate employees who I know have security clearance. My information might be a bit old still, but I believe we can go back to the city and try to locate one of them,” Eve said with a slight smile.

“Confirmed. I would say this mission was a success then. We know that the facility is still being used, and we didn’t have to risk being seen.”

“Agreed, but now the real work starts.” Eve stood with a sigh and stretch of her arms. “I am hungry, but this man is unclean. He also plans on killing us with his drone when it returns.” She pulled one of the pistols I had looted from the other experimented tiger prisoners out of the holster on her belt and pointed it at the back of the drone pilot’s head.

I stepped to the side and caught the man’s drone terminal the second she pulled the trigger. The man’s face turned into a red exit wound and he fell forward onto his chest. His head was still attached via cord to the screen, and I yanked it out so I could steer the drone toward us.

“I’m not an expert with this,” I said as I tried to adjust the roll, pitch, and yaw of the thing with the over sensitive joysticks.

“I can do it if you will search the cars. Maybe we can take one of them back and sell it? A few thousand extra credits will help,” Eve said as she took the control terminal from me.

“Confirmed. Let’s see how much money these assholes had on them,” I said as I looked at the corpse of the drone pilot. I doubted I would find anything but used needles on the man, so I decided to check their vehicles first.
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Eye of the Tiger - Chapter 7

The drone pilot’s car held the bodies of two men. They each carried pistols, stun guns, rolls of currency, and plastic payment cards similar to what we used to pay for our hotel room. The other silver car contained the bodies of three men, and they carried similar weapons. The six of them must have counted on making a lot of money from selling Eve, and the idea of sex slavers made me sigh. The yakuza I worked for had an arm that participated in those kind of activities, but I hadn’t wanted anything to do with it, and my military experience meant that I’d been assigned to robbery and rival gang detail.

The car that held the drone pilot was in better condition, so we decided to keep it and leave the other one. Within half an hour Eve managed to land the drone in the trunk of the sedan, I’d taken out all the bodies, ripped off the windshield, and cleaned off whatever wet blood stains I could find.

“I should ride the motorcycle,” Eve said as she pointed to the helmet. “It might look odd for me to have this on while I am driving the car, and taking it off might expose us to the identification software running through the city.”

“Confirmed,” I said as I slid into the driver's seat of the sedan. “We’ll need a new hotel. We should sell this as soon as we get back into town, and buy another car, or a second motorcycle.”

I would prefer a second motorcycle. It will be easier for us to fit them both on a small vessel.

Eve had put the helmet over her head, so her voice telepathically entered my mind again.

The controls of the car were somewhat standard, and I managed to turn it on, shift it into gear, and then ride it onto the road with only half a minute of fiddling with the controls. Then we were driving across the empty night toward the endless lights of the megacity.

Eve’s voice didn’t contact me again until we had driven past the slums and found ourselves deep in the neon heart of the city. There was a terminal on the dashboard of the car I drove, and I tried to see if I could switch the language into something I could understand. After a handful of minutes I got it to English and then tried to access the city’s information grid. I wasn’t the best with computers, but I could get around them, and soon figured out how to search for an auto repair shop. We were still in a part of the city that didn’t look very wealthy, so I guessed any of the places near me would consider giving us some cash for the car.

I can attempt to search their minds and see if they would be open to taking the car off our hands.

“How does that work? Can you read anyone’s mind?” I asked, and I realized it sounded odd to be talking to her as if she sat next to me.

No. Only surface thoughts and I have to be near them. If I can engage them in conversation, it helps.

“You were able to speak to me when I was on the other side of the vault door. It seemed like a bit of distance, and there was a thick metal--”

You are different.

“How so?” I asked, but the woman didn’t speak into my mind again, and I saw the dashboard map indicate I had arrived at the nearest shop.

The place did look like the kind of establishment that specialized in taking apart automobiles, and I guessed we wouldn’t have a problem selling the newly acquired car. The parking lot of the small shop was filled with gutted vehicles, and the main bay was open to reveal half a dozen men working on pulling apart three different cars.

When I pulled up to the bay, four of the men stopped their work and moved to circle the car. They all wore dirty pants, oil stained shirts, and had a greasy shine to their skin. My nose was sensitive, and I picked up the scent of their body odor along with hydraulic grease and metal car parts.

Each of them wore a pistol holstered on their belts, and the sight confirmed my suspicion that I had picked the correct place to sell the car.

“Do any of you speak English?” I asked.

“Yah,” one of the men said. He was on the passenger side of the car, but it was easy to hear his voice because of the lack of a front windshield.

“I’m looking to sell this,” I said.

“Yah. Who dis?” he asked as he nodded to Eve. She was straddling her motorcycle some twenty meters behind my car.

“My wife. You buying?”

“Naw. We taking,” he said as he looked between the car and the helmeted vampire.

“I could be killing,” I growled, and I raised my shotgun from the passenger seat. They must have not seen it before, and the men collectively took a step back. “Selling be easier. The car is armored.”

“Kay. How mucha ya want?” the man asked with a shrug. I thought the show of force would have escalated the situation, but the man didn’t seem disturbed by the weapon.

That was probably bad.

“How much you offering?” I asked.

He will do twenty thousand at the most.

“I ahh pay yah four. It good deal.”

“Ha.” I kept my hand on the shotgun, but I wasn’t pointing it at anyone.

“I do ahh eight.”

“Come on. This is a nice car. Just needs a new windshield, and some seat washing.” Driving it had convinced me that this was a luxury model with a powerful engine.

“Ten. No more.”

“This thing is worth eighty new,” I lied. I didn’t know how much it was actually worth, but I was confident in Eve’s ability to know how much the guy would pay for it. I doubted he would pay more than a quarter of its full retail price.

“Fifteen.”

“Twenty-five,” I said at last.

“Eighteen,” he crossed his arms and frowned.

“Twenty,” I shrugged, and the man glanced between his friends.

“Yah. It’s okay yah. Twenty is good.”

He thinks he has fooled you. He can flip this for sixty easy. The car is actually worth a hundred and forty new.

“You sell motorcycles?” I asked as I opened the door. The men were muscular, but I still stood taller than them all, and my arms were still thicker than the largest of them.

“Yah. I gotta one like dat,” he said as he motioned to the cruiser Eve straddled.

“How much?” I asked, but then my eyes caught something in the back of his shop. There were half a dozen screens mounted to the wall, and they all suddenly had Eve’s face displayed on them. There was a beeping sound from the array of monitors, and we all turned to look at the image of the beautiful woman.

A news caster's voice came on the screen, but I couldn’t understand her words. Then she seemed to change her language, but I still couldn’t understand what she said. The men glanced back at Eve suspiciously, and I bent down to get my rifle from the passenger seat of the car.

“Danger. Danger. Danger. This woman is wanted for the murders of twenty-four Elaka Nota employees. She is armed and dangerous. Elaka Nota Corporation is offering a reward of at least one million coal units for information about her whereabouts. Contact your local police if you suspect you have seen this woman. She may be in the company of a large military man.”

The voice continued in another language, and I gestured to the man I was speaking with. “Where is that bike?”

“Yah, it ah back behind shop. What she look like?” He gestured to Eve, and the other men looked at her.

“She doesn’t look like that, or I’d be collecting on that million. That’s for sure.” I snickered at the man, and he nodded.

“Ha. Yah. It back here.”

He stole the motorcycle from the same gang he thinks you got the cars from. He wants to get rid of it. He will be happy with five. Ask if we can get a tarp and something to tie the drone to the back with. The unit is a bit too large to fit under the saddle.

I followed the man to the rear of the shop and saw the motorcycle. He actually had two others, but one looked like it was a light street bike, and one looked like an off-roading model. The cruiser was just like the one we had taken from the dead pimp, but the pipes were a muted black instead of chromed.

“Three?” I asked him.

“Eight,” he said, and I noticed his eyes stray to the two other grease monkeys that hadn’t stepped out to greet us initially. They were looking at the screens on the wall, Eve, me, and my weapons. I really did look like a “military man.”

“Five,” I said as I studied their leader. He looked like he was of Asian descent.

“Yeh. Five ah be ah good.” He smiled and then moved back behind a desk. I guessed he was getting his cash, or Eve would have told me his intentions.

“You have a tarp and some rope? I need to tie something to the back part of the saddle.”

“Yah.”

The other men are thinking I am the one on the screens. They are going to try to call the police. Watch the one sneaking toward the back. Do not stop him or they will know for sure who we are. We just need to get out of here. Even if it means leaving the drone in the trunk. Try to hurry.

I watched the two men walk out the back of the shop and fought against an angry growl. I guessed the police would probably get a bunch of false positives as people tried to collect on the reward, so they might not instantly show up.

Unless they send surveillance drones here.

“I have ah keys,” the man said as he dangled the fob in his hand.

I gestured for him to toss them to me, and I sighed in relief when he did so.

I straddled the motorcycle, inserted the fob into the overlay system, and then started the engine. It turned over with a light growl, and I rolled it out of the back of the building. Then I pushed down the kickstand and left it running next to Eve. Now I just needed to get the cash and the drone before we could leave.

“You finish?” I asked as I walked back into the chop shop bay. The other two men were back inside the main area, and I could tell that the attitude had changed.

“Yah. Almost. Yah,” he said as he put another stack of rolled paper in the bag.

“You have a tarp?” I asked. One of the far shelves looked to have a stack of them, and the man followed my eyes.

“Yeh. Hundo.”

“Fuck that.” I looked down at my shotgun and then raised an eyebrow to the man.

“Uhh. Yah. Take it then. Dis Fine.”

I walked to the table and took the bag from the man. He was moving too slow to put the cash in, and I guessed what his game was.

“That not all da cash.”

“It’s fine,” I said as I threw the bag over my shoulder

I am getting the drone out of the trunk. Watch their hands. They are thinking about pulling on you.

I swept the room with my shotgun and made a clicking sound with my mouth. These men probably figured Eve was the woman on the screen, and now they had to make a decision. Would they let us go without a fight, or would they try to keep us here so the cops could catch us?

One of the six men’s eyes narrowed, and I knew he was going to grab for the pistol on his hip two seconds before he even made his move.

My shotgun barked, and a solid slug of metal ripped into the man. It was overkill since the slugs were meant to be taking down targets wearing armor, and these guys were wearing pants and tee shirts. A black hole seemed to instantly form in the center of his chest, and he imploded in a red mist.

The slug continued its path through the garage and took out half of the engine block of the car sitting behind the man. It made a crashing boom noise, and I twisted my weapon to the left so I could sweep the rest of the room. If these guys were smart, they would just put their hands up, let me leave, and then receive whatever kind of reward Elaka Nota Corporation decided to give them with a grateful smile on their collective faces.

These guys weren’t very smart, and they all reached for the guns at their belts.

My shotgun kicked again in my hands, and the head of another mechanic disappeared. Maybe these guys all just assumed I was going to kill them after the first man tried to pull his weapon. I actually hadn’t intended that at all, but it was too late to negotiate with these guys now. I was going to have to see this through until they were all dead.

Or I was.

I threw myself sideways and skidded on the dirty concrete behind the body of what looked like a hovercraft. A trio of bullets pinged off of the hood of the vehicle, and I reached into my belt to grab one of my pistols. I’d taken off the drum of my shotgun earlier, and the weapon could only hold four rounds in the internal magazine. The slugs were also too much for these guys. I’d be able to take them out just fine with a bullet from any of the three different pistols I carried.

I popped out of the side of the hovercraft and aimed my handgun at the closest mechanic. It was the man I’d been dealing with, and he had taken cover behind the desk where he had been counting my money. The desk looked to have been made out of a plastic-wood blend. The three shots from my pistol went through it and into the body of the man with ease. He screamed when my first bullet hit him, but the third must have hit something important, and his cry was suddenly silenced.

I ducked under the shape of the hovercraft again and felt a bullet cut through the air above my head. It had probably only missed me by a centimeter or two, and I wondered if the shooter actually practiced his marksmanship. The enemy guns made cracking noises again as I ran to the other side of my cover, and I was able to judge their positions by the sounds of their gun fire and the ping of the bullets off of the metal mass in front of me.

I pulled another pistol with my left hand and then popped that side out from behind the cover of the hovercraft. I only had a fraction of a second to figure out where to shoot, and I saw that the man in the other corner of the garage had the best line of sight for me. I wasn’t a particularly good shot with my left hand, but when I was in the Marines I had a lot of time and bullets to play with. Most of my fellow soldiers just sat around during their downtime, but I’d spent my free moments learning to shoot better or practicing my hand-to-hand skills.

The pistol in my left hand made a satisfying buck, and its massive slide racked back against my grip. The man’s head turned into a red explosion, and I twisted back behind my cover. He’d been a good twenty-five meters away, and I was a bit surprised I’d been able to get a headshot with a pistol in my left hand.

Two more.

I am approaching from my position.

Eve’s voice reached my mind with a confident whisper, and I held off on my next attempt to leave my cover. The men might have realized she was still at the front of the shop, but I doubted it. She might be able to get a kill shot before she was seen.

Two seconds later I heard the woman’s single gunshot, and then I popped up from behind my cover. The vampire woman was leaning around the edge of the roll-up door, and she’d shot one of the men in the back. The final mechanic had spun around to aim his gun in her direction, and I saw the woman pull her helmet covered head back out of the entrance.

The man’s gun went off, and I leapt out from behind the hovercraft. His bullet bounced off of the wall where Eve had just been, and he twisted around to bring the gun back in my direction. It was too late, though, I’d sprinted around his cover, and I pointed both of my pistols at him. The guns bucked in unison, and both bullets tore through his body.

“We need to go!” I shouted at her as I ran back to grab one of the tarps. I kind of wanted to take whatever money I could get off of the men, but I didn’t know how long we had until the police or their drones showed up, and we needed to get lost in the city.

I need to feed again.

“We don’t have time!”

I ran out with the tarp and saw Eve gesturing to the back saddle of my motorcycle. She had already set the drone there and found a length of rope to tie it to my saddle. She passed the cord to me as soon as I threw the tarp over the drone, and then she ran into the garage.

“No! No time!” I shouted after her, but the woman was taking her helmet off, and I didn’t think she could hear me.

I need to feed. One of them is clean. It might be awhile until I can again. I will be quick.

I growled and focused on tying the drone to the back part of my saddle. The thing was about a meter long, half a meter wide, and maybe twenty centimeters thick. If it weren’t so long it would have been able to fit in the saddle compartment, and I wondered if the device was even worth keeping around. It would be a bit of a pain to transport on the back of our motorcycles.

I finished securing the drone, and my sensitive ears heard police sirens. If I could hear the police, it would mean the drones were probably close, and I guessed we only had a handful of seconds. I was about to scream for Eve again, but the woman ran out of the garage on cue. Her helmet was already on, and she leapt onto the saddle of her bike as if she had practiced the move hundreds of time.

I twisted the throttle, kicked up the stand, and then blasted out of the lot like a rocket. Eve was right behind me, and she followed my first turn away from the sirens. Then we were racing through the neon streets, and the sounds of the city traffic covered up the frustrated screams of the police.
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“Here is the list of names,” Eve said as she handed me the slip of paper.

“They all work at Elaka Nota Corporation?” I asked.

“Yes. Or they did at the time when they came to see the progress of my… experiments. I do not know the passing of years so it could mean that they no longer work there, or that they are dead. Or that they are dead because they no longer work there. Such is the way of things.”

“Confirmed. Do you need anything else while I am out?” We checked into a nicer hotel a few hours after we had escaped the police, and we’d spent the rest of the night talking about our next steps. Neither Eve nor I were skilled enough at using computers to dig into the employment history of Elaka Nota, but she knew enough about computers to find out where I might hire someone to do the work.

“I want to come with you, of course.” She smiled at me, and I realized I was getting used to the sight of her fangs.

“Too risky. You wouldn’t be able to take your helmet off. Besides, we don’t know if there was a video monitoring system at the mechanic’s shop. They might know about the helmet. They also might know what motorcycles we are riding.”

“If that is the case, they also know exactly what you look like, Adam.” She crossed her arms, and a half smile came to her lovely lips.

“I don’t much care about that. I can escape. I was trained for situations like this.” I gestured down to my belt where I wore my twin pistols and the massive revolver I had stolen from the pimp’s holster. They were partially hidden by the oilskin duster I’d bought from the hotel’s gift shop, and I doubted anyone would be able to see the bulk of the weapons under the bulk of the coat.

“Very well. Don’t forget your hat. I won’t be able to speak with you from far away. Perhaps you could purchase some paired communication devices?” she asked.

“I’ll get some. Good idea.”

She nodded at my words, and then we stood uncomfortably still for a few moments. I realized this was our first time being separated since we had saved each other. I didn’t like the idea of leaving her alone. Was that because I was worried about her safety, or because I just wanted to be around her?

“I’ll get going then,” I said before my thoughts lead me down a path I didn’t want to take. I did have affection for the strange woman who saved me, but we were in danger on this planet. Hell, we might be in danger for the rest of our lives. I didn’t need to mess up our relationship by developing feelings for her.

Have your feelings messed up relationships before?

Her voice came into my mind as I exited our room. This was another series of painful memories for me, and I set my mind to the mission at hand.

A quick elevator ride took me to the ground floor of the megatower, and I made my way to the nearest public transportation system. We had access to a better information terminal inside our new hotel room, and Eve was able to pull up better maps of the city, along with the information we needed for contacting a hacker.

I felt a bit naked without my armor, but I still stood taller than most of the other inhabitants of the planet. I also had the three pistols on my belt and could turn into a super strong weretiger within a few seconds. No one knew about my abilities or my guns, of course, but my size was enough to ward the usual criminal riff raff away. I had no problems getting on the maglev train, or finding a spot in a corner car to sit in solitude.

I watched the neon lights of the city fly by from the window. There was a bit of irony to my situation, and I found that letting my mind wander there was better than thinking of my relationship with the strange vampire.

My coat and hat were akin to those worn by the classic cowboys or gunslingers in those ancient movies. Even my handguns were the old tech. Cartridge based projectile guns were reliable, but most of the militaries in Earth’s solar system had moved to magnetic-projectile, laser, plasma, or ion tech. I even had a revolver in my belt. It was a double action style, but it was still a design that was a good two thousand years old.

The technology inside of me was new. The powers the experiments gave me made me superhuman. Even when I wasn’t in my half-tiger form, I was still many times faster, stronger, and more aware than been before my change. The world was alive with colors, scents, sounds, and raw emotion. I could sense all of it as it flew by me. It had taken a while for me to get used to myself after the final phase of their experiments. I was probably more animal than human. Unless one considered humans to be animals, then I was probably more tiger than man. More monster than thinking creature.

More hunter than prey.

The maglev train stopped, and I double checked the paper in my hand to make sure the flashing Asian style symbols matched my location. They did, so I stepped out of the swinging doors and into the thoroughfare outside of the car. This station was nearest to one of the largest marketplaces in the city, and I could smell the press of thousands of bodies combined with raw fish, cooking meats, and grain alcohol. I followed the crowd of people through the yellow tiles of the maglev station. A minute or two later the crowd emerged from the underground station and into the drizzling rain of the city.

The small sun was beginning to rise, but the bazaar didn’t seem to be in any sort of transitional phase. It looked busy, and thousands of people walked through the makeshift stalls to examine the various goods for sale.

The scent of cooking meat distracted me, and my stomach told my feet to move my legs until the rest of my body was standing before the nearest food vendor. The old man was selling large hunks of meat cooked over wood and charcoal fire. I had no idea what kind of creature he was cooking, but it didn’t smell like human flesh, so I guessed it would be okay for me to eat.

The man took my cash and handed me a piece of the meat impaled on two bamboo sticks. The food tasted even better than it smelled, and I devoured the hunk in half a minute. I thought about going back, but there were other places to eat in the marketplace, and I still had my mission to complete. I continued to wander through the crowded stalls toward the meeting point of our contact.

There was an electronics stall on my route, and I picked up a pair of long range phones. One of the women who occupied the stall explained to me that the devices were encrypted, but I doubted her words and tried to negotiate the price down a bit. My tactics proved successful, and I ended up paying half of what she asked for initially.

Finally, I reached a noodle stand with an orange painted metal roof. The tiny restaurant had wheels on each side and a long handle. It made me think that it was hand pulled to each location. There was no one sitting on the stools at the serving counter, and I slid my ass into the assigned spot.

“Whatcha ya wanta?” the woman behind the counter asked. She had a wide smile, big cheeks, and dimples.

“You got eel?” I asked.

“Yah, ah gata it. Five ah,” she gestured for the money, and I peeled off a single bill for her.

I checked the crowd as I waited for my food, but no one seemed interested in me, or the noodle shop where I sat. The drizzle of rain had turned into more of a mist, but people still held their umbrellas up to protect their heads. Most of the devices had neon glowing advertisements on the outside, and the pathways of the bazaar looked like a river of beautiful florescent women wearing makeup or eating food.

“Eel noodles ah up. Here ah go,” the woman said to me, and I turned around to see the bowl of noodles.

I went to work on the meal and watched the crowd on the other side of the cart. When I was halfway done a woman sat down on the stool next to me, and our eyes met.

“That looks good,” she said with a nod to my bowl.

“It is. Want me to buy you one?” I asked. She had long blonde hair over one side of her head. The other side was shaved, and her scalp was covered with maze-like tattoos.

“Sure. As long as you are buying,” she said.

“One more, please,” I said as I pointed to the blonde woman.

“Ahh new eel noodle coming up.” The big cheeked cook smiled at us and then went to work.

“You new in the city?” the woman sitting next to me asked.

“Yep. How about you?” I asked. We had just completed the string of questions that Eve set up through the information contacts, and I was sure I was speaking with the correct person. I felt some relief in my stomach, and I let out a slow exhale. Perhaps I expected this whole thing to be a set up to lure me away from Eve. Granted, my vampire partner had reached out to these people, but she hadn’t exactly told me how she knew about them.

“Been here a while. It is a shithole, but it is my shithole. The contact asked me to call you ‘A.’ Does that work?” She nodded at the cook when the bowl of noodles was passed across the booth counter, and I peeled another bill off of my roll to give to the wide cheeked woman.

“That is fine,” I said.

“You can call me ‘Z’ then. Ha.” Her laugh didn’t sound cheerful, but I guessed it was because she took her first mouthful of noodles.

We both ate in silence for a few moments, and I ran my eyes over the crowd. It was easy enough to spot the blonde woman’s bodyguard. He was probably her boyfriend or something. His hair, clothes, and body positioning seemed identical. The man was drifting between the various vendor stalls surrounding us, and he watched us out of the corner of his eye.

“This is good. Not the best I’ve had, but I didn’t even pay for it. Sooo, yeah,” the blonde woman said after she finished another slurp. I guessed her to be young, maybe only eighteen to twenty Earth years in age, but life on non-Earth worlds tended to age people quicker, so she could have been in her early teens for all I knew.

“I agree,” I said.

“Tell me what you are looking for,” she asked.

“Here are the names,” I whispered as I passed her the slip of paper. “They used to work at Elaka Nota. They still might be there.”

“You looking for addresses? Family? What?” She took the paper without looking at it and slipped it under the napkin next to her bowl of noodles.

“Whatever you can find. I want to get up close and personal with them.”

“Hmmm.” The blonde woman looked me up and down before she smiled. “I’d hate to be one of them then. You look like a scary motherfucker.”

“Ha. I try.”

“Hacking Elaka Nota isn’t a cake walk. My broker said you needed some tough work done, so he sent me. He gets a flat referral fee that I pay him. Give me a second, and I’ll tell you how much I’m going to hurt you.” The woman reached into her jacket pocket, and I felt my adrenaline surge. She didn’t pull a gun, though, it was just a male connection plug she inserted into the side of her skull under her blonde hair.

I watched her glance at the paper under her napkin, and then her eyes closed. I guessed she had her computer stored somewhere on her body, but it must have been a small unit since I couldn’t really see any bulges under her jacket. She said it would only take a “second” but a few minutes passed before she opened her eyes.

“Hmmm. These are some higher ups. Deep dark security going on.” She sighed and then pulled the plug from her skull. The cord must have had some sort of winding mechanism in her pocket because it slid away from her as if on a reel and then disappeared into her jacket without her touching it again.

“So you can’t do it?”

“Oh, I can do it. Ha. I’m one of the best on the planet. However, Elaka Nota doesn’t have shit security, and I was led to believe this was just going to be a question of getting into their system to yank some quick info out.”

“I feel like you are lubing up my asshole,” I said.

“I am. It will be twenty. I’ll take thirty percent up front.”

“Hmmm.” I growled softly. Eve expected it to be expensive, but we had both thought it would end up around ten thousand at the top end. We did have thirty thousand in cash as well as some of the payment cards we took from the bodies of the men who had attacked us. I just didn’t want to spend the majority of it on information.

But we would be stuck on this planet if we didn’t get the info. Maybe there was another hacker who would be less expensive.

“As I said. I’m one of the best. I’ll have you the info in eight Earth hours.” The young woman seemed to have read my thoughts, and she smiled at me over her bowl of noodles.

“It is a lot of money,” I said.

“Maybe, or you could think it is rather inexpensive. You are paying to have one of the best hackers on the planet break into the most powerful corporations on the planet’s database to get private information on some of its top employees.” She shrugged and took another slurp from her noodles.

“I will need some time to think about it,” I said after I had thought about it for a few more minutes.

“Hey I get it, but here is the deal. I don’t really like going outside. Ruins my vampire complexion,” the young woman gestured at her pale skin.

I almost laughed because Eve’s skin was still a few shades lighter, and the dark-haired beauty actually was a vampire.

“I don’t see why that--”

“So you are going to try to find someone else. I’m telling you right now that you are only going to find two others who can do the job. Maybe. They aren’t as good as me, though, and they will probably charge you more. They might even get caught. I don’t know what you want with this info, I don’t care, but Elaka Nota will want to find out who hired someone to dig into the records of. . .” the hacker looked over her shoulder at the crowd and then leaned into me a bit so she could whisper. “The president of Elaka Nota’s spacecraft engineering department. The president of their weapons department. The chief director of their flight school. The vice president of their genetic coding department. The vice president of--”

“I get it. They are some powerful people in the organization,” I interrupted her.

“Yep. Part of me thinks you might be trying to trick me. Happens sometimes. I get a client that wants me to break into their own company so they can try to catch me and then land a fat reward. You aren’t some sleazy corp slave, though. I’m thinking you want to know where these people live so you can see how large of an exit cavity you can leave in their skulls.”

“No. That isn’t--”

“Hey, I’m not judging. Elaka Nota gets no love from me. They own everything you see here one way or another.”

The blonde woman gestured to the surrounding marketplace, and I did a quick scan through the crowd just in case she made the gesture to alert anyone of our presence. Her muscle hadn’t moved from his spot a few stalls away from us, but no one else seemed to care that we were here.

“Still. It was more than I thought it would be. I will need to--”

“How much did you believe it would be?” she asked with a raised eyebrow.

“Ten,” I answered.

“So you only brought ten? Is that what the broker said? Fucker.” The woman sighed and looked down to her bowl of noodles. It was halfway done, and she reached for her fork again.

She hadn’t decided to leave yet, and the inaction made me think I might be able to talk her down. I didn’t quite know what to say to move the conversation in that direction, though, and I wished Eve was here. Negotiations were much easier when you knew what the other person was thinking. When we got off this planet, Eve and I would need to visit some casino halls. Her telepathy would probably make us the kind of money we would need to fuel our mission.

“I’m not going to do it for ten. Sorry. It’s just too risky. If I get caught, I’m going to need to book the first shuttle off of the planet, and that will run me five for shitty seats.”

“I understand,” I said.

“No. I don’t think you do, or you wouldn’t be thinking that I’m charging a lot. I can do eighteen, but that is the lowest I can go.”

I nodded and thought about our finances again. It was still eight thousand more than what we had planned to spend, but the young woman sounded confident in her ability. Was it worth paying more for the best? It probably was if failure meant that Elaka Nota would find us.

“Alright. We will deal,” I said.

“You are making a smart decision. I’ll take a third now if you don’t mind.”

“Confirmed,” I said as I dug into my pockets. My cash was in rolls of a thousand each, and I passed her six of them under the table where we sat.

“You can count it, but it is all there.”

“I’m fine. If it isn’t there, I’ll collect the rest before I give you the data that you want.”

I nodded at her words and then scanned the crowd again.

“You got a phone number?”

“I just bought two,” I said as I opened the package the devices came in. I read the number off to her, but she didn’t bother to write it down.

“I’ll contact you in less than eight hours with the new meeting place. Any questions?”

“I think I’m good. Thanks for the help.”

“Ahhh. Aren’t you polite? Thanks for the work. You are much nicer than you look.” She laughed.

“Nicer than I look?” I asked with a smirk.

“Yeah. Well. I’ve got a man, so don’t take this the wrong way. You’re plenty good looking. You’ve just got this intensity to your eyes. They are all yellow, like an animal’s or something. Makes me think you are thinking about eating me, and not in a good way. Ha! Anyways. Nice to meet you, A. Thanks for the noodles. I’ll be in touch.” She nodded at me and then slid off of her stool. I saw her walk toward her muscle, and the two of them quickly disappeared beneath the river of neon umbrellas.

I finished my bowl of food and then took a different route back to the maglev station. I had thought about wandering around the marketplace or city for the next eight hours, but I needed to give Eve the second phone I bought, and I needed to get more money to pay the blonde hacker.

I was also missing the dark-haired beauty, and I wanted to give her a recap of the deal.
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Eye of the Tiger - Chapter 9

“You bring the rest of the money?” the blonde hacker asked a few seconds after she sat on the bench beside me. We were in the middle of a yuppie high-end mall in one of the richer nexus points of the city. She had texted me the address here half an hour ago, and I’d left Eve alone in our hotel room again.

“Yes. Do you have the info?”

“Yep.” The woman pulled out a manila folder that I could see was stuffed with papers. “I’ve got hard and soft copies. I was in and out without a trace.” She set the folder on the top of her tattered jeans, and then she crossed her arms.

“Here is the remainder.” I pulled out the rest of the cash rolls in a grocery bag and then handed them to her. The young woman glanced into the opening, pushed her hand inside to move around the rolls of cash, and then nodded to the man who stood about ten meters from us. He walked past us and took the bag from her.

“Here,” she handed the file to me. “I’ll let you look through the soft copies. I give excellent customer service, so I’ll stick around for a few minutes to answer any questions you might have.”

“Thanks.” I opened the folder and began to flip through the pages. Each of the eight had their own printout report with various photos. The information  seemed more than complete, I even saw the target’s food preferences, lists of favorite restaurants, and pastime preferences. One of the lines in the report caught my eye, and I set my finger on it.

“Uwuwto Alwin spends this much at a strip club every week?”

“Ha. I was kind of hoping you’d see that one. His favorite joint is actually down the street from here. I checked their records and confirmed his habit. He’s got a bunch of favorites over there and gets them all into the room for the kind of activity his wife probably wouldn't appreciate. I’ve got video footage of some of them on the data stick I provided. If you are interested in watching them.”

“Sounds like it could be useful,” I said with a nod.

“Heh. I thought that would at least get a smile out of you. You’re quite the stoic, huh?” she asked.

“Just working. These two live on company property?” I asked as I pointed to the only two presidents on Eve’s list.

“Yep. They do travel between the two principle megatowers Elaka Nota has in the city and the facilities they have on the west side. I didn’t have enough time to find a pattern though. I think you are better off putting the hurt on the other six first.”

“You seem sure of my plans,” I said to her as I rolled up the folder. I had a spare ammo case on my belt that was empty, and I managed to fit the printed info into it with only a bit of paper crumpling.

“Not my business, but I hope you get what you needed from my work. If you require anything else, there is a drop box data mail server I use. Don’t try to call me back on that number I contacted you with. I already burnt the phone.”

She held out her hand, and I grasped it with my much larger one.

Then I saw the armed security.

They were wearing medium weight armor. It only had two plates on the chest, stomach, thighs, and shins. The rest of their armor was the soft stuff that would stop most low-caliber pistol bullets or shrapnel. There were four of them and I only saw them because the mirrored window of one of the storefronts at the mall was bouncing the image of an adjacent hallway into my line of sight.

I didn’t know for sure if they were here for me, but I couldn’t think of any other reason why men with rifles and body armor would be in strike team formation in a chic looking mall.

“You were found out,” I growled to the hacker as I stood from the chair.

“What do you mean? I didn’t get traced--”

The men rounded the corner about eighty meters ahead of me. They turned toward me, and I saw the red holographic marks of the sights on top of their weapons. The mall wasn’t that busy, but a few other shoppers saw the men and shrieked as they fell to the ground.

I pulled the blonde woman away from the bench and then lifted her into my arms when the bullets started spraying. Her boyfriend had been between us and the gunmen, and I saw his body seize with the wrath of their first rounds.

The hacker screamed, and I sprinted into the closest shop. The glass behind us shattered a half second after we passed over the threshold, and I felt one of the rifle slugs tap me on the right shoulder. I wasn’t wearing any of my armor, and the bullet passed through my lungs before exiting out of my back behind my left shoulder.

“Shit!” she screamed as I twisted with the bullet’s passing.

My body almost instantly began to heal, and I was able to keep running through the pain in my chest. It was hard to breathe, though, and I coughed up a mouthful of blood onto the blonde woman’s tight tee shirt. She shouted again when my blood splashed her, but I thought it was because she was more worried that the bullet actually hit her in the chest.

I had run into a women’s clothing shop, and I pushed over stands of garments, displays of jewelry, and dozens of neon advertisement screens. There were no shoppers inside the store, but the salesgirls all screeched when the glass broke, and they scurried out of my charging path.

I ran into the dressing room area and slammed my right shoulder into the wall to help myself take the sharp left turn. The adrenaline running through my blood had made me forget about the bullet hole in my shoulder, and I fought against the wave of dizziness that bounced through my bones a split second after I impacted.

“You’re shot!” Z said as I stumbled around the corner. There had to be a back door to the place, I just needed to find it before the armored guys with the guns found me. Fuck. I should have brought my armor.

“It’s fine,” I hissed through the pain, but I could tell from the hacker’s panicked face that she didn’t believe me.

I saw a metal door at the end of the last straight hallway, and I leapt over a pile of cardboard boxes to reach it. The thing was locked from this side, and I had to throw the hacker over my right shoulder so I could twist open the metal locks.

“Wait. Put me down!” Z pummeled her hands against my back.

“No,” I said as I pushed open the door and stepped through. “They will either kill you or torture you to find out what you gave me before killing you.”

We were in the back alleyway of the mall. It was a dark metal and brick hallway with old fashioned thermal lights sporadically arranged for only the bare minimum of needs. I made a right turn and sprinted in the direction the men were coming from. If my plan worked as I thought, I would be able to get out behind them, sprint across the mall, and make it to the maglev station before they could get to me. Fighting really wasn’t much of an option. They wore body armor that would probably deal with my pistol bullets with little problem, they carried rifles that would be more accurate at longer ranges, and there were four of them. I might have stood a chance if I had my gear, but I didn’t, so it was time to get the fuck out of here.

“I didn’t mess up. I left no trace. How did they find us? Oh shit. Blake is dead. Fuck.” I couldn’t see her face because of the way I carried her over my left shoulder, but her words were filled with anguish.

I didn’t feel much empathy. She must have made a mistake, and now I was going to have to claw my way out of a cage of armored men. We were probably both going to die, and Eve would be on her own. The woman would likely be captured if she tried to go outside to get food, so my death would result in her being captured again.

The idea made me angry, and I felt the beast in my stomach threaten to rip free.

A door some forty meters ahead of me opened with the loud slam of a boot, and I yanked the chrome revolver from its holster on my belt. The thing felt a little too large in my human hand, but it would have been a perfect fit in my tigerpaw. The hand cannon didn’t even have highlighted sights; it was just a plain black rear with a plain black front sight that would have been completely useless if my eyes couldn’t see in low light condition.

An armored head emerged from behind the door, and I lined up the shitty sight as best I could before I pulled the trigger. The massive cylinder spun as the hammer cranked back. A tenth of a second later the hammer sped forward, and the thumb-sized bullet shot out of the heavy barrel. It caught the man in his armored head, and the metal folded around the slug as if it was made of inexpensive foil. His brains shot out across the dark hallway behind him, and his lifeless body began to fall to the ground.

Z screamed when my revolver barked, and I heard the other men curse behind the door. I had made the shot while running toward them, and they probably didn’t expect me to jump through the opening and fire more bullets at them.

But that was exactly what I did.

There were all lined up in the back of the store hallway like ducklings following their mother. My shot went through two of the men's armored chest plates with a single red flavored explosion. My next shot took the man in the back of his helmet, and most of his head disappeared in a cloud of skull matter.  The three of them fell in unison, and I put a final bullet through the second man’s head because it looked as if my slug had gone through the right side of his chest and hadn’t killed him instantly.

“What the fuck!” Z yelled. Her head was facing behind me, and she had no idea what I did.

“I took care of them.” I reached into my belt and grabbed one of the speed loaders for the revolver while I pressed open the cylinder with my right thumb. Two seconds later I loaded the new rounds into their homes and pushed the spare unfired bullet into one of my pockets.

I turned to poke my head back out into the hallway. I didn’t see any gunmen, but that didn’t mean there weren’t more. I didn’t think this group of men were the same ones I originally spotted. It meant that there were at least eight of them in total.

“Holy shit. You killed all of them,” she gasped when I turned my body so Z could see the carnage.

“They must have figured out who you were when you broke into their system,” I growled to the hacker. Each of the men carried a rifle, and I squatted down with her still on me so I could scoop one up.

“No. That is impossible. I’m telling you. They didn’t see me. It has to be because of you. Who the fuck are you?”

“Doesn’t matter. They don’t know who I am. We need to get out of here. Stop wiggling!” I smacked her ass with my hand, and the woman let out a gasp. “I’m going to give you two options,” I growled as I holstered my heavy revolver. Then I grabbed three of the rifle magazines from a body and stuffed them in my ammo belt. “Option one is that you cooperate with me, and we get the fuck out of here. Option two is that I put a bullet in your head so you can’t talk when they get you. Which do you prefer?” I hated to threaten the woman, but the last option was doing her a bit of a favor. If these people caught the hacker alive, she’d probably wish she was dead thousands of times before they were done raping her mind.

“Well, that isn’t much of choice, but I doubt you are going to esca--” a spray of bullets ricocheted off of the wall of the dark hallway, and I stepped back to avoid any of them accidentally hitting us.

“Can you shoot?” I asked.

“No,” she whined.

“You are going to have to learn real fast.” I set her down and then motioned for her to pick up the rifle.

“How are you still walking? You’ve got a fucking bloody hole the size of my palm on your back,” she asked as she bent to grab one of the long guns.

“I’m hard to kill.” I poked my head out from behind the door and then jumped back as another burst of bullets sprayed around me. There was a pair of them leaning out from behind the doorway of the women’s clothing shop where we exited, and I guessed they were about thirty meters away. I readied my rifle and took a deep breath. I’d probably get hit when I popped out, but as long as it wasn’t in my skull, I would be okay. I had super healing, and they didn’t.

The muzzle of a rifle touched my back, and I froze.

“Let me go, fucker,” the blonde hacker pressed her new rifle to my back. Her hands were shaking, and tears descended her cheeks.

“Or you’ll shoot me?” I asked with a smirk.

“Don’t even question it. These assholes are looking for you. I’m not who--”

“How are you going to shoot me?” I interrupted her.

“With the fucking gun you dumb--”

“The safety is on.”

“Huh?” she looked down at the rifle where the trigger was, and I brought my left hand around to yank the gun out of her hands.

“Do you want to die? Stop fucking around and I’ll get you out of here!” I shouted at her as I dropped the gun. “Just stay out of my way, and you’ll probably live. You try something like that again I won’t feel bad about ending you.”

“Fine!” she shouted back at me as she crossed her arms. As soon as she did, another spray of bullets slammed into the opened door and the brick of the hallway. Her face turned white again, and I could see the terror in her eyes.

I jumped to the edge of the door and squeezed off a burst toward the men shooting at us. One of the men was crouching, and the other was leaning out over him. My bullets tore into the armor of the man at the top, and he let out a scream. The sound made me think he wasn’t dead, but he did squeeze the trigger of his rifle when his body fell into the shop, and the hose spray of bullets destroyed most of the lights on the ceiling.

The misfire also distracted the man crouched below, and my second burst of bullets tore into his unarmored throat. Blood sprayed into the hallway behind him, and he collapsed onto the floor of the corridor. I figured this was the original group I saw in the main part of the mall, and I guessed there were two more of the riflemen left in the back section of the store.

I gestured for the hacker to come out of the hallway behind me with my left hand. She nodded and followed my command. I aimed the sight of my rifle at the far door, but the other two men hadn’t risked peeking out to see my position.

“Let’s go,” I whispered to her as I started to step backwards. She was already running, and I waited until I was a good fifty meters away from my old location before I turned to sprint after her.

“These places sometimes have service eleva--here!” she shouted. There was an intersection in the corridor, and I followed her to an elevator alcove.

“I’ll watch. Hit the button,” I ordered as I checked both directions of the hallway. We were sitting ducks here until the elevator arrived. All it would take is one grenade to end us, or a group on either side to pin us down.

I counted the seconds, but no more armed men came from either side. Fuck, this was too easy. They wouldn’t have just sent eight after me. They must have known I’d torn through twice as many guards in their building to escape.

The elevator dinged behind me, and I turned my rifle toward the lift. The green doors were more grate than solid door, and I could see there were no enemies inside the lift before the door opened.

“Down?” Z asked as we stepped inside.

“Confirmed,” I said as I looked up. There was a service door on the ceiling, and I pointed to it after the blonde woman hit the button.

“We are going to go up there,” I told her as I motioned for her to step into my hands.

“Why?” she asked as she put her shoe in my grip.

“Because I said so. Push off the door and climb up.”

“Fuck, it’s stuck. Got it!” she hissed as the hatch came loose. I pushed up with my arms to press her through the hole, and she wiggled through.

“I don’t think I’m strong enough to pull you up here,” she said as she reached down to me. The movement was honest, and her blue eyes actually looked concerned that I couldn’t follow her up.

Z was a good person.

“Move aside. I can get up myself.”

“It’s four meters-- what the fu--” she fell away from the door when I leapt to the ceiling. My vertical jump didn’t take me all the way through. I would have needed to be in my changed form for that, but I got the upper half of my body through the hole. Then I grabbed onto the lip and pulled myself the rest of the way up.

I slid the door closed three seconds before the elevator stopped moving. There was a ding before the door opened, and then bullets sprayed into the main part of the lift space below us. The sound of the bullet storm down below echoed through the elevator shaft, and Z pushed her fingers over her ears to help protect herself from the screech.

“They aren’t here!” one of the voices down below hollered.

“Still on the fourth floor, or they got off at the third or second. Team Six and Seven. Take the stairs up to the fourth floor and third floor. Team Four and Five, take the elevator up to the third and second. Three, move to the second elevator and hold the position.”

A staccato of boot steps echoed through the room on the other end of the elevator door, and I guessed from the timbre of the echo that it was some sort of high ceiling concrete parking garage. I couldn’t exactly see the details of the men who ran into the elevator, but I could catch a bit of them through the small sliver on the edge of the door where Z and I crouched.

The doors closed with a ding, and the metal cables that connected the elevator up through the shaft began their slow reel. I gestured to the hacker with a lifting motion and then pointed at the door at our feet. Z’s blue eyes got larger, and she shook her head. I stood from my crouch, set the rifle in my hands to full-auto, and then pointed to the door. Her shoulders slumped a little, and then she grabbed onto the handle.

Z pulled it off with a jerk, and I squeezed the trigger on my weapon. Bullets sprayed out of the muzzle like water and poured into the elevator with a scream of thankful release. The men below me were all wearing armor, but they hadn’t expected death from above. The ones I didn’t instantly kill when the bullets went through their helmets were critically injured when the rounds passed through their shoulders.

I emptied my magazine, reloaded with a bit of a fumbled movement since I wasn’t familiar with this rifle, and then checked the room below. The walls were painted red, and the bodies of the eight men formed an armored carpet. None of them moved, and I gestured for the blonde woman to come closer to me.

“I’ll lower you down. Hit the button for the ground floor.”

“What? No. Ewww. There are bodies--”

“I thought you wanted to live?”

“Yeah. Fine.” I held out my left hand, and she grabbed it. Then I swung her down into the elevator.

Z tip-toed over the corpses as if she was afraid that they were still alive. The door dinged as soon as she reached the control panel, and she hammered at the buttons to change the direction.

I breathed a sigh of relief when the doors closed, and then the woman looked up at me when the elevator began to descend. I leaned down to the hole, and she latched onto my left arm. It was easy enough to yank her back up, and I gestured for her to stand to the side of the roof closest to the door so she would be safe from potential bullet fire that might arch up to me.

There was probably going to be a lot of shit in this parking garage.

The commander’s voice had ordered the squads to separate, but that didn’t mean there still weren’t men down guarding this door. I would have to push through them. I was going to have to kill them if I wanted to escape this trap.

I was going to have to change.

“Don’t scream. I won’t hurt you,” I told the hacker.

“Huh?” I was surprised at how well she handled herself up till this point, but my words had the adverse effect than what I intended. She took a step away from me and teetered on the edge of the elevator car.

“I’m going to change my appearance so we can get out of here. I’m going to look different, but it is still me. Understand?”

“Fuck no.”

“Do you want to live? Just don’t freak out when I change. I’ll try to get us out of here. I need the strength and speed.”

I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. I tasted the blood of the dead men on the air. I felt the gravitational release of the lowering elevator. I heard the girl’s panicked heartbeat from the other side of the roof where we hid. The universe seemed to spin around me like all of the galaxies circling each other with their solar systems. Their suns. Their planets.

Rage filled me. The animal tore loose from my stomach and filled my soul. The power of it took every cell in my body and made it better. Stronger. My spine popped and grew new discs as the old ones exploded. I felt my new bulk push against my pant legs, the boots around my feet, and the jacket around my shoulders. The clothes were all a few sizes too large for my human frame, but they were almost too small for my changed body. I yanked the now-too-tight hat off of my head and tossed it to the roof of the elevator. I wanted to rip free of the rest of my clothes and kill everything around me until my world was red and screaming.

The hunter was my name. I killed to live.

“Holy shi--”

“Stop,” I growled at her as I opened my eyes. The world was a few shades yellower, but at the same time, it was brighter. The agony of my transformation still echoed through my skeleton and muscles, but I was more than used to it by now.

I welcomed it.

The door dinged, and I waited for it to open before I poked my head down below. If there were more armed men downstairs, seeing their dead friends would probably give me a reaction.

“Fuck! They--”

I didn’t wait for the rest of the man’s words. I dove headfirst through the doorway into the elevator. As soon as my torso cleared the hole, I spread out my legs so that my feet caught the edge of the roof. Had I been human, the motion would have been impossible, but now every part of me was filled with strength. My boots hooked against the roof without any sort of pain, and I hung upside down from the shaft with my gun pointed out of the door.

My rifle was still set to full-auto, and the first wave of bullets slammed into two armored men closest to the opened elevator. They lowered their guns when they saw the carnage wrought to their friends, and they hadn’t considered that a hunter was so near.

It was the last mistake they would ever make.

I moved my holosight’s red dot to the next pair of targets. Screams of surprise and the sounds of my rifle bullet casings splattering onto the bloody pool beneath me filled my ears. These two men died as the first did, and I savored the warm sensation of joy their deaths brought to me.

Even as it made me angrier.

I pointed my sight down toward the end of the distant garage. There were four black armored vans there, and another group of armed men were guarding the vehicles. They were about one hundred and twenty meters away, but the soldiers had heard the gunfire and were now moving in my direction.

I fell from my hanging spot and managed to twist in mid-air so I landed feet first. One of the dead men at my feet had a cylindrical smoke grenade tied to his armored vest, and I crouched down so that I could yank it free with my left hand. Half a moment later it was rolling out of the elevator door leaking smoke, and I was exchanging the mostly spent magazine on my rifle for a fresh one I had grabbed from another body.

“Shoot in the eleva--” one of the men started to shout as I sprinted out of the body filled room.

The smoke had only begun to permeate the air of the parking garage, and I would have preferred more of a visual cover before I tried to escape, but I wouldn’t live for much longer standing in the confined space, so I had to force an exit. My hope was that the men wouldn’t notice me dashing through the small amount of smoke already out. Or, if they did notice me, they would have a harder time shooting me because I was moving so fast.

Two of the four men did see me as I darted past. They cried out a word of warning and pivoted their rifles to try and get a bead on me. I was too fast, though, and I sprinted the long open distance between their vans and the smoke before they could get a shot off.

The backs of two of the vans were open, and I pointed my rifle inside of the first one when I ran past. As I expected, there was a drone control panel and a pair of pilots inside. The men pivoted in their chairs as I fired, but my bullets tore through their unarmored bodies as if they were made of warm gelatin.

The next opened van also held a pair of pilots inside. They were a little more prepared than the men I had just killed, and they were both reaching for their sidearms. Neither of them were able to draw their weapons before my bullets reduced their lives to red splats across the display monitors.

Each of those screens had bent robot legs on the edges of the video feeds, and I guessed these two men were piloting spider-tank drones. A crazy idea came to my animal mind, and I set my mental fangs to chew on it while I figured out how to kill the other four men I had just ran past.

I poked my head out from around the edge of the armored van to gauge the battlefield. The smoke filled the concrete garage a fair amount now, and I saw the shapes of the four men as they moved to the edge of the smoke. The garage was about half filled with expensive looking automobiles, so there were plenty of places for them to take cover.

I debated my options for a few seconds while my opponents took their positions. If I only had to worry about myself, I would jump into one of these vans, and drive it into one of the hundred of slum zones before ditching it. They would have a hard time following me because I had just killed their pilots, and I would be able to escape into the neon city again.

But I had made a promise to Z, and I didn’t go back on my word.

One of the men to my right made a signal with his hand, and the other three advanced to the next set of cars while he kept his rifle pointed in my direction. I toggled my own weapon to single-fire mode and aimed my holosight at his helmet. We both fired at the same time, but we were still a good eighty meters away, and we each missed. His bullet bounced off the armor of the van, and mine ripped through the luxury sports car he was taking cover behind.

The other three men fired a half a second after their friend, but the van deflected all of the bullets. I bobbed out with my chest as if I was going to take a shot, pulled back inside when they fired against the side of the van, and then jumped out to sprint behind the other van. The men hadn’t expected my movement, and their next volleys missed me.

I slid under the other van and went to a prone position. I saw their boots under the cars in the distance, and I lined up the dot on my holosight. One of the men’s feet disappeared when the bullet hit him, and he fell screaming to the concrete. My next shot took him in the neck, and the man’s cries turned into a bloody gurgle.

Three left, but I was running out of time.

I jumped to my feet and sprinted back toward the van I had just been inside. This time I didn’t enter the back hatch, I just ran around the far side and poked my head out of the front "A" pillar of the vehicle. The first man I shot at was still behind the luxury sports car, and I set my rifle to burst-mode before I squeezed the trigger. I made three quick trigger pulls that sent the bullets into the vehicle. I didn’t know exactly how many got to the other side, but the man made a short scream after the second burst, and he stopped screaming after my final spray.

Two more.

The smoke started to fill the entire garage, and I considered my options. Staying behind the vans was probably the safest bet because I had armored cover. It would mean the battle would probably take longer, though, and I didn’t know how long it would be until the other squads decided to return. I still needed to run back to get Z out of the elevator, and the other side of the parking garage seemed very far away now.

My other option was to jump into the smoke and try to maneuver around behind the two gunmen. It was risky and might end up with me getting pinched between the returning squads, but I wasn’t going to get out of here without making some risky moves. I took this choice and dashed into the thick roll of smoke coming from my grenade.

“He ran into the smoke!” one of the guards said from their position before they fired off a burst in my direction. The trio of shots wasn’t even close to hitting me, but it did give my sensitive ears a good idea of where the men were positioned and I crept through the thick mist behind them.

“Shut up! Listen for his--” one of the men hissed at the other, but I had moved quicker than they had expected, and I could make out the rough shape of their bodies four meters past the nearest car. I fixed my holosight on them and then pumped two bursts into each of their bodies.

My magazine was nearly empty, so I thumbed the release next to the trigger and replaced it with a fresh magazine, and then I grabbed three more off their bodies, along with a pair of smoke and defensive grenades. I listened for a few seconds for the sound of approaching military boots before I ran back toward the elevator.

The door was closed, and I growled under my breath. Z was probably still above the car, and the wall didn’t have a display that showed me which floor it was on. Or, it did have a display, but bullets had destroyed it.

“Hey!” I heard a voice hiss at me.

I turned to my right and saw that the blonde woman was hiding behind a car in the corner of the garage twenty-five meters from me. I trotted over to her and then gestured through the smoke of the grenade.

“We are going to take a van and get out of here. Can you pilot a drone?” I asked.

“Are you going to eat me?” she asked, and I couldn’t tell if she was joking or not.

“No. We need to get out of here.” I yanked on her arm, and half dragged, half carried her through the smoke.

“Here,” I said as I pushed her into the back of the van I thought had the spider drone pilots.

“Oh, you said ‘pilot a drone.’ It was hard to understand you. Yeah. I can do that. I’m not as good at it as I am at hacking but--”

“Keep them off of us so I can get us out of here,” I said as I yanked the two bodies out of their chairs and tossed them onto the concrete. As soon as they were removed from inside, I closed the hatch behind us and gestured for her to sit down at one of the control terminals.

There was a door on the other side of the van, and I squeezed my broad tiger-striped shoulders through the opening. Then I wiggled into the driver’s seat. The ’start’ button for the van glowed a bright green color, and I pushed my furry thumb over it to bring the engine to life.

Nothing.

“Shit!” I shouted as I punched the steering wheel. Maybe one of the other vans would work? The clock was ticking, and the rest of the guards would be here any second. I still had a smoke cover, but I wanted to run, not fight. I was more than a little surprised that I was still alive.

“It has got a security lock!” Z shouted from behind me. “I’m trying to take care of it.”

“Hurry! They are going to come back any moment,” I thought I said, but the anger and panic were eating into my vocal cords, and my words just came out as a series of growls.

“Try now!” she shouted again, and I slammed my finger into the green button.

The lights of the van’s display lit up with an aesthetically pleasing swirl of colors. I sighed with relief and brought my boot down on the acceleration pedal. The van leapt forward like a jumping toad, and I scraped across the side of a thick support column with a sharp tearing sound.

Then we were moving, and I made the first sharp turn to angle the bulky vehicle up the exit ramp.

“This drone is on the other side of the garage. Do you want me to cover our--”

“Yes!” I growled over my shoulder. The ramp was at a sharp angle, and the van’s front end kicked up off of the pavement half a meter when I hit the end of the slope. The axle popped down on the wheels, and the mass of the machine bounced a few times before it felt as if I had full control of the steering again.

“I just lit up the group of fuckers standing next to the drone. Woooweeeeee! This thing is a beast! Heading to the-- Hey!” she shouted as I took a turn too quick.

The back wheels of the van broke loose from the road, and I had to counter steer with the front to keep from fishtailing into oncoming traffic. The van popped up on its two left wheels, but I managed to get it back down with a wiggle of the steering wheel.

“I’m trying to work back here!” Z yelled. “Keep the wheels on the ground!”

“You do your job, I’ll do mine. Did you get all of them?” I turned the next corner a little slower this time, and saw a ramp that would take me to a highway. I didn’t like the idea of being out from the shelter of the megatowers, but I also wanted to get as much distance from the battleground as quickly as I could. I really only had ten minutes to ditch the van somewhere before Elaka Nota would realize we stole it. Then they would send their drones, or their heavily armed military units.

“I’m waiting for them to come back to the ground floor. Oh! Here they come.” I thought I heard screams come from the audio feedback from the drone, but it was a bit hard to hear it over the sound of my heartbeat slamming into my ears and the beast screaming in my stomach.

“I think I got them all. Sixteen total. Had to chase one up the stairs a bit. This drone is ridiculous. Their bullets bounced off of the armor like gnats, and it responds really well to my controls. I’m not even much of a drone pilot.”

“We are going to get out of here,” I said as I angled the van toward the next off ramp. I had probably put a good five kilometers between the mall and our position, and I wanted to get rid of the van before Elaka Nota got their aerial drones following us.

The off-ramp led us to another crowded part of the city, and the traffic was denser than I expected. I turned into the first parking garage, drove in through the exit so that I didn’t have to bother with the toll, ripped holes in all the tires when I ran over the spikes, and then parked it in the first available spot on the lowest floor.

I let out a long sigh as soon as I turned off the engine, and I closed my eyes to calm my anger. It battled with me for a few moments, but I hadn’t been in this tiger form for very long, and my red hot emotions slowly soothed to a swirling blue haze. I was visualizing the beaches and oceans of Earth. I have never seen them in person, but I’d spent plenty of time looking at them on video feeds. Plenty of other planets had oceans, but there was something about the videos from Earth that always made me relax. Something deep in my DNA must have known it was home. Both the human and the tiger parts.

“Hey, you okay? Are you dead?” Z was shaking my shoulder, and I opened my eyes.

“I’m all right.” I yawned into my fist and sat up in the driver seat. My body screamed at me to sleep, and I knew we were going to have to get into a taxi as soon as possible or I would pass out on the street. I hadn’t been in my half-tiger form for that many minutes, but the change back kicked my ass. I now had to fight another battle to keep my eyes open. It was a battle I would lose in fifteen minutes, so we needed to get back to the hotel.

“Can you change from a human to a tiger-man to a human again all the time? Who are you?” she asked. There was no longer terror in her blue eyes. In fact, she seemed to be generally concerned about me.

“It doesn’t matter for now. I need you to meet someone, let’s go.” I opened the door to the van, helped the young woman get out, and led her to the nearest stairwell.

“What about your rifle?” she asked when we started climbing the stairs.

“It will draw too much attention on the streets. They might also have a tracker on the weapon. I doubt it, but I have another rifle. We just need to get a taxi, then another, then try to get back to my friend.”

“Who is your friend? Is she another scary tiger-person like you?” Z asked, and I could hear the fear in her words again.

“No. She is much scarier than me.”
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Eye of the Tiger - Chapter 10

“Hello, Z. I am Eve,” the beautiful vampire said as soon as she opened the door to our hotel room.

“How did you know my name?” the blonde hacker asked suspiciously.

“I know things. Please come in. I am happy Adam has brought you.”

“Yeah. I’m not. Well, I’m glad to be alive, but my-- shit! Is that live?” Z asked as she pointed to the video screen on the other side of the hotel room. It was a newsfeed, and it had all three of our pictures displayed on the screen. There were no names under the images, but a video feed from the mall suddenly began to play, and it showed us running from the armed men. It didn’t show what happened in the back hallways, and I wondered if there weren’t cameras back there.

“Yes. It just began to play. I’m happy you both made it here in time. We will have to be careful leaving the hotel now.”

“We? Listen, I don’t want any part of whatever terrorist bullshit you two have planned. My life was totally fine before I started working for you, and now it’s fucked from both sides.”

“You caused the mess. You said you could get into Elaka Nota’s databases without a trace. You didn’t, and now you’ve compromised our plan to escape,” I told the hacker with a sigh. “You are stuck with us now, if you want to live, that is.”

“I didn’t fuck up, though. I don’t mess up. I’m the best--” the blonde woman began, but Eve interrupted her with a small wave of her hand.

“No. You didn’t make a mistake. I think you know what happened,” the raven-haired woman said as she crossed her arms.

“What the fuck do you mean? I don’t know what--”

“You can try to lie, but you have a suspicion. The more you try to fight it, the more you are convinced that it is true. Why don’t you check? There is a terminal over there.” Eve pointed to the far side of the room where there was a computer port.

“I’ve got my own rig. I don’t need to use that one. Eww. Fine. I’ll look into it. Don’t you two freaks try anything while I am distracted. I know how to fight.”

“We won’t.” Eve smiled at the tattooed woman and then gestured for her to sit on the far side of the room.

Z gave Eve a glare, and then she moved to the chair. Half a minute later she had pushed the cord into the hole on her head, and she was sitting slouched in the seat with her eyes closed.

“I like her,” Eve whispered in my ear. “I am glad you brought her over. She has some anger issues, but she is honest, caring, and honorable.”

“I know about anger,” I said with a smirk. “What do you know of how they found us?”

“She wasn’t lying. She didn’t get traced. Or at least, she is very sure she didn’t. However, she isn’t so sure about the faithfulness of her now dead boyfriend. She thinks he might have sold her out to Elaka Nota. I am guessing that she is-”

“Fuck,” the hacker moaned. “Damn. Damn. Ugh.”

“So?” Eve asked her.

“Dumbass sold me out. His account has two hundred thousand in it. Wired there half an hour before we met. I tried to trace where the money came from, but it had Elaka Nota written all over it. Fuck. I can’t believe this.”

“I am sorry,” Eve said.

“Yeah. Whatever. Ugh.” Z wiped her eyes with the back of her hand and then sniffled a bit. “The fucker is dead now. He can’t spend the money. I hope he burns in hell. I was good to him. I should have known when I found him with that bitch Kayleta that he didn’t give a shit about me.”

“Here is the file.” I pulled the rolled folder from my ammo belt and passed it to Eve. “I only spent a few minutes looking through it. Uwuwto Alwin will probably be our easiest target.”

“Hmm. Let me study for a bit. You should take a shower while I talk to Z about our future. There is a bag of clothes for you on your bed.”

“Confirmed, but I need to sleep soon. I do not think I can stay awake for the planning,” I said as I inhaled sharply to taste the air. I did smell like blood and gunpowder. It would have been a good scent, except the blood was my own.

“I understand.”

The hotel shower was large, and the water was hot. I probably spent more time than I should have to let the jets massage my sore muscles, but I didn’t care. I was tired. No, I was beyond exhausted, and I probably fell asleep for a few minutes against the wall. Then I forced myself awake and worked on washing myself. I was delighted to be alive, and every shower I took might be my last. The memories of my time being experimented on were a bit hazy, but I recalled the weekly cold showers with a hose. Perhaps it wasn’t as torturous as the countless times they had prodded me with needles and shot me full of radiation, but the shivering sessions were clearer in my mind.

I finished drying myself off, brushed my teeth, and put on a spare change of clothes with shaking hands. I didn’t know how Eve managed to get the new set of clothes, but the underwear, sweatpants, and black tee shirt fit perfectly. I made one last towel dry of my hair and then I stared into the mirror for a few moments.

Once my eyes had been brown with a few flecks of green in them. Now they were a strange goldish-yellow. The pupil was still round, but as I stared at myself, I willed my vision to begin to shift, and I saw the black circle in the middle of my iris begin to elongate. I shook my head and then rubbed the bridge of my nose before looking in the mirror again.

How long would I live?

Even if we didn’t get captured or shot full of holes trying to escape this planet, I’d been re-created and mutated with the DNA. Had they just used tigers? Or did they use other creatures as well? I didn’t know exactly what they did to me, but I didn’t imagine it had done any favors for my longevity. I might only have a few Earth months left. I didn’t recall them injecting me with drugs to keep me living, but that didn’t mean my body wouldn’t fray at the edges and come apart when the alien DNA battled against my human parts.

I forced my tense body to relax, but then the exhaustion of my change from tiger-man into normal human fought to claim my consciousness. I shook my head to wake myself up, and then contemplated my current situation.

I was free now, even if hunted. It had been so long since I tasted freedom. Eve had given it to me, and I wasn’t going to die until I had her safe on a ship and blasting away from this planet. It would be a blessing if I lived any longer, and I intended to keep repaying her until one or both of us was dead. Maybe that was another sort of captivity, but I’d rather spend my life in her service than enslaved to anyone else.

I walked into the living room, and Z shot me a glance. She was looking over the paperwork with Eve, and the two women were speaking about the next steps.

“He cleans up pretty good,” Z said.

“Yes. He does,” Eve said as she glanced up from the paper. Our eyes met, and I felt my brain kind of float above my body when I stared into her strange red orbs.

“You look really tired. Like you could just fall over right now,” the blonde hacker said.

“Please rest, Adam,” Eve said with a smile. “We can go over this when you wake.

“I’ll be fine for a few more minutes. Have you two come up with a plan?”

“Yes. Your recommendation of Mr. Alwin was a good one. There are a few others we can try, but that man takes plenty of trips outside of the main housing towers of Elaka Nota Corporation. He even drives his own vehicle to the facility we are looking to infiltrate,” Eve said to me while she flipped through the papers.

“So we grab him and get him to take us to the facility. Sounds easy,” I said.

“Ha! Adam has the subtlety of a meteor strike,” Z chuckled.

“The concept is agreeable to me. We need to plan out the details. Z has videos of the man engaged in an orgy with many strippers at the club he visits. It might be the blackmail leverage we need since he is married with four children.” Eve leaned back in her chair and yawned with her fingers over her mouth. I had never seen the woman yawn, and I realized we had been up for probably three Earth days in a row.

“Do you need to rest?” I asked her.

“I will be fine. I can sleep on the ship after we’ve engaged the drives or used the folding tech. You are the one that needs to sleep. At least for a few hours.”

“Confirmed. I will--”

“Alright, I have to say something.” Z stood from her chair across the table from the vampire and walked to the other side of the room where the news screens still showed images of our faces. “You are a fucking man-tiger that can shape shift.” The blonde woman pointed an accusing finger at me. “You are, fuck. I don’t know, but you’ve got big ass fangs, really pale skin, and you are like ‘turn a straight girl into a lesbian’ gorgeous, so I’m gonna guess vampire.” Z moved her finger to point at Eve, and the dark-haired woman made a small shrug.

“That is a good description,” Eve said.

“Right, right, right.” Z shook her head. “I don’t care how powerful, or badass, or like really damn good looking you both are; no one gets off of Trappist -1e without Elaka Nota knowing about it. Get a ship with a hyperdrive? Are you out of your minds? That is military grade shit. Space folding tech? That is even crazier. If there is a ship with space folding tech on this planet, every fucking government or megacorp within thirty light years would be here trying to take it. Elaka Nota is powerful, but they aren’t strong enough to take on the rest of the damn universe.”

“I can understand why you aren’t hopeful about our prospects,” Eve said with a surprisingly gentle voice.

“Hopeful about our prospects? That’s putting it a bit mildly. If I took one of the kitty man’s pistols, deep throated it, and pulled the trigger; I’d have a better chance of surviving than what you are planning.”

There was silence for a few moments as the hacker glared at us fiercely. Her shoulders were tense, and I saw her lean body shake a bit. I could almost smell her terror from across the room, but it was blended with a dozen other emotions. They rolled off of the young woman in waves of scents as if she was trying on a dozen different perfumes at a cosmetics counter.

“But you will still help us?” Eve asked at last. Her voice was hopeful, and the beautiful woman raised both of her eyebrows. It wasn’t quite a pleading expression, but it got the message across.

“Are you two just going to eat me after I help you? I don’t know what kind of crazy shit you both are into. That guy turned into a fucking walking tiger with big ass teeth. You have crazy red eyes and just admitted you are a vampire. How do I know you won’t just suck all the blood out of me and then feed me to your boyfriend when all this is over? You’re hot and all, but I’d like to keep my blood where it is, thanks.”

“We won’t do that. We just want off this planet. I can tell you about our past if you want, but the short of it is that we’ve both been experimented on by our captors. There are others like us. We want to escape this planet and then help people. Eventually, we will return and end Elaka Nota Corporation and their puppet governments, but they are just one of many in the universe. Will you help us? We can’t promise you’ll live through our attempt to escape, but neither of us has any desire to eat you.”

The blonde hacker crossed her arms after Eve spoke. A few painful seconds passed while she looked at both of us. Then she took a deep breath.

“Yeah. I’ll help you,” Z said with a loud sigh and gestured to the news screens. “I’m dead if I stay here. Ugh. I’m way too trusting. Will you both take--”

“Yes. Of course, you can come with us. I would like you to join us,” Eve said with a smile that might have been reassuring, except for the fangs jutting from her full lips.

“Lady, I don’t think that is a good idea long term. I’ve got all sorts of issues. If we do this, you can just drop me off at the next planet you dock at. I prefer to be on my own, anyway. Especially after my--”

“You might change your mind. We will discuss it after we are successful. I am aware of what you think your issues are, but they are of no concern to Adam or me. If you haven’t noticed, we have our own idiosyncrasies, and I can assure you that we will not be bothered by your broken heart or your--”

“Okay, okay, I get it. Let’s just get off of this shithole so we can fly to another shit hole. I’d probably be better off just killing myself now, but hey, maybe we can actually pull this off?” The young woman shrugged and then gave us a smile. “I don’t see how we are going to nab this guy. He has guards on him all the time. Even the club’s cameras show them never more than three meters from him.”

“Except when he is in the private room,” Eve said.

“Yeah, but we’d have to get past the guards. I’m sure Adam can kill them, but that might raise alarms and--”

“You are very pretty,” Eve said with a wave of her long fingers.

“Uhhh. No? Have you looked in the mirror? Wait, do you even see your reflection?”

“It seems to me that the only thing Mr. Alwin likes more than one lovely woman, is two, or three, or a room full of pretty women,” Eve said.

The blonde hacker and raven-haired vampire stared at each other for a few moments, and then Z’s face soured as if she’d just found a piece of hair in her food.

“Ugh. You have got to be fucking kid--”

“Do you want to get out of here?” Eve asked with a chuckle.

“Well yeah, but--”

“Then you need to use your computer skills to have a bunch of slutty outfits delivered to us,” the vampire said as she tapped her own skull where Z’s connection port was.

“Ugh. Fine. Let me get on it while kitty-man sleeps.”
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Eye of the Tiger - Chapter 11

I tipped the brim of my new hat as I exited the cab. I didn’t know if there were a lot of cameras on the streets by the strip club, but I didn’t want to risk Elaka Nota’s eyes getting a location from my face. I kept my head down as I paid the driver with the pimp’s stolen payment card, and then I turned to the front door of the place.

I never particularly enjoyed strip clubs. I went with friends to a few when in Jupiter’s Marine Corps, but I had never done more than drink a few beers while sitting at the topless bar. I didn’t consider myself a prude; I just had a mother and a sister who occupied my mind too much. My sister had been pretty, and she could have paid off most of our family’s debt if she wanted to sell her flesh.

I’d joined the Marines so that she didn’t have to.

Then she’d gotten sick.

The man at the door spoke the language I didn’t recognize, and I answered him in English.

“Ah ha. No ah weapons.” He gestured to my coat, and I let him pat me down. I didn’t like the idea of coming in here unarmed, but the other option was just not coming in at all, and that wasn’t part of our plan.

“It’s ahh two hundred to get in. That ahh gives you a meal and five drinks. Then you pay girls for what you want. Get ahh?” the man asked.

“Yeah,” I said as I handed him the cash. He exchanged my bills for six tickets and then gestured for me to enter.

The inside of the club was much nicer than I expected. The place was dimly lit, of course, but the furniture, bar, stage, and carpet looked to be new and chic. A pair of lingerie wearing women greeted me as I walked in; both redheads with bodies that looked unnaturally perfect, and they escorted me to a seat at the foot of the stage. As soon as I sat down, a waitress came to take my food and drink order, and I gave her two of my tickets.

“Is this your first time here?” the redhead on the right asked me.

“Yes,” I said as my eyes scanned the inside. There were only a few other patrons in the place, and the girls who weren't already sitting with them were eyeing me with hungry expressions on their pretty faces. I didn’t see Uwuwto Alwin or my two partners, but I had arrived a good half hour before his usual time.

Eve and Z had driven one of our motorcycles here a few hours ago and messaged me to say that they had been offered jobs almost immediately. I wasn’t surprised. Eve’s beauty was beyond any woman I had ever seen, and Z looked stunning after she’d changed out of her bulky-grungy hacking clothes and into one of the many tight dresses the two women had ordered.

“Are you looking for something in particular?” the other woman asked. She must have noticed me checking out the room for my friends.

“Awww. You don’t like redheads?” the other one asked before I could answer.

“Just getting my bearings. I like all types. You two can sit next to me if you want,” I said. I didn’t want to be here, or be talking to them, but if I dismissed these two, one of the other women would just approach.

“It’s all about what you want, handsome,” the second one said. They looked very much alike, but I could smell the sticky sweet scent of drugs on this one.

“I want the company. Sit with me while I eat,” I handed both women a bill from my pocket, and they slipped the paper into the thin waistbands of their underwear before they sat on either side of me.

The two asked me questions about my name, job, hobbies, and political affiliations. They were surprisingly good at conversation, but I lied about all the answers and tried not to make too much eye contact.

“Why don’t you take your hat off, handsome. We want to see your face better,” the woman who was not addicted to drugs asked.

“I’m fine for now. I have light sensitivity. It will take me an hour to get used to these,” I answered as I pointed at the neon strobe lights.

“We can go somewhere more private with fewer lights. It will be very relaxing,” the one who smelled like drugs said.

“I’m fine for now. Maybe after I eat,” I answered without smiling.

Z had just walked into the room. I almost didn’t recognize her because she was wearing a fluorescent green wig and a black string bikini that did little more than cover her nipples and the lips of her vagina.

I was sure the hacker was absolutely thrilled about the outfit.

“That’s good cause here comes your food. We can go afterward,” the non-druggie said.

“You two don’t have a local accent,” I said as I watched the waitress approach.

“We are from Trappist - 1d. Came here on work visas. Escaped the war before it started.”

“Ahh. You came together?” I asked.

“Yes. We are sisters.”

I doubted they were sisters since they smelled so different, but I didn’t want to argue. The waitress laid down a plate in front of me, and my eyes were drawn to the dinner. She hadn’t even asked me what I wanted, but if she had, I would have told her to bring me exactly what she did. It was a large porterhouse steak with fried potatoes and grilled asparagus on the side. The aroma of it filled my sensitive nose and caused my stomach to roar like the tiger trapped in my soul.

“Here is your steak sauce, mustard, ketchup. Was there something wrong with your drink?” the waitress asked as she pointed to my full glass of alcohol. Their strategy would be to get me to eat some, drink more, and then give all the rest of my money to the women.

“Sorry. I’ve been talking to them.” I gestured to the redheads on my side.

“We’ll make sure he starts drinking,” the woman who wasn’t doing drugs said cheerfully, but I could guess they were both afraid of getting fired if I didn’t get drunk enough to take them into a back room.

“I’m fine. Thanks. I will eat now,” I told the waitress, and the woman nodded before she left.

“That looks delicious,” one of the strippers asked as she looked at my food.

“It does. Tell me about this war on 1d,” I said.

“Usual corporate versus government bullshit. We elected a great president, and they assassinated him. Then they put a puppet in his place. Red Star killed the puppet and encouraged a new election. Hellitan Corp, which is really just a subdivision of Elaka Nota, sent in drones and killed half a million people. Workers started protesting. We took all of our savings and got here before the killing started,” one of the redheads answered as I cut into the steak.

“Red Star?”

“Call themselves freedom fighters. You haven’t heard of them?” the drug-addicted woman asked.

“No,” I answered. The steak was good, not quite as rare as I would have liked, but that was probably the tiger DNA talking.

“Is it good?” one of them asked.

“Sure. Want a bite?” I asked her although I knew she would say no. They wouldn’t want the girls eating or drinking when they were supposed to be working.

“Oh, no. Thank you though, you seem nice.”

“After you finish eating, we can go somewhere more private and return the favor,” the other redhead said.

“Who is that?” I nodded my head to the group of men who entered. I already knew the mousy looking Asian man in the middle was Uwuwto Alwin, but I wanted to see if the pair knew him. The guards weren’t as big as me, but they looked capable.

“That’s a big shot guy from Elaka Nota. He gets the biggest private room whenever he comes in.”

“Ahh.”

The girls in the club who didn’t already have a patron all moved to gather around the guards. I saw Z move in close and wave through the ring of muscle around the small man. The other strippers were all trying to get his attention, and I could see the man study the women as if he was selecting which brand of toothbrush to buy.

Then I saw Eve.

Time seemed to stop when she walked onto the main floor of the club. The other women who worked here were all attractive, but she was a creature of myth. A goddess of beauty. A perfect creation that I felt unworthy to look upon.

She wore a red and gold lingerie style corset with straps that crossed over her collarbone before connecting to the bra part. The gold embroidered satin pressed her breasts up to perfection. The garment squeezed around her narrow waist before hugging her hips. It flowed down into a slight skirt which left almost all of her legs bare, and the paleness of her skin seemed to reflect the metallic color of the fabric. Her lips were painted the same color as the red fabric on the outfit, and her dark hair fell loosely over her back like a wave of night. She had put smoky eyeliner around her red eyes, and the color also seemed to match the shade of her lingerie.

I wasn’t the only one to notice Eve’s arrival. Every single pair of eyes followed the woman as she floated across the floor, and I observed that all the men, along with most of the women, had their mouths hanging open.

Eve approached the circle of guards around Uwuwto, and it was clear the man had never seen a woman such as Eve.

I doubted anyone had ever seen a woman such as Eve.

The man gestured for her to come toward him, and the dark woman stepped past his circle of suited guards. He reached out to rub his fingers against the bare skin of her left arm, and I felt the beast inside of me scream. I fought against the anger, but I might as well be trying to capture a swimming pool inside of a soda can. I wanted to kill the man for touching her. I wanted my teeth to close around his throat. I wanted to hear his muffled screams and feel his body twitch as I crushed his neck in my jaws. He didn’t even deserve to breathe the same air as--

It is fine, Adam. Please relax. I care nothing for the man. Less than nothing. I am not his. Breathe and think of the ocean. Remember our plan. Soon we will be free and have our vengeance.

Eve’s voice calmed the burning in my body. Her words were an ice-cold glass of water driving away my red thirst. The room stopped spinning, and the music of the club shifted to become louder than the slamming of my heart in my brain.

“You okay?” one of the redheads asked as she stroked my arm.

“Yeah. Sorry. This is a good steak.”

“You look like you are a steak fed kind of guy. These muscles in your arm are really big and hard,” she continued.

“I wonder if you’ve got anything else big and hard we can touch. Can we see after you eat?” the other redhead asked.

“Ha. Maybe.” I smirked at the women and took another bite of the food. Eve had pulled Z into the circle of guards, and the two women were walking with Uwuwto toward the opposite side of the club. The other girls in the place shot glares at my two friends, but Eve and Z were doing a good job of paying attention to the short man.

“Where is Mr. Big Shot going?” I said as I nodded to Alwin and his entourage.

“To the private rooms. We can show you them better if you are done eating,” the one who smelled like drugs said.

“Confirmed,” I said as I pushed the plate away from me.

“You haven’t had any of your drink. Do you want to get a few more before we go?” the other stripper asked.

“No. That is fine. Let’s go to this private room.” I nodded to where the group of bodyguards walked.

“Great!” both of the redheads said at the same time. One grabbed my still filled drink, and the other grabbed my arm when I stood.

The three of us followed the other group to the back of the club. I couldn’t see Eve, Z, or Uwuwto past the suited men, but it was obvious what backroom door they had gone into.

“Musa bin is the bouncer. Can you give him a tip when we walk past? Then he’ll let us get really frisky with you,” the woman who held my arm whispered to me. The bouncer was about half the size of Uwuwto’s guards, and he looked like a tan bullfrog. I handed the man a bill, and he glanced at it before nodding for the three of us to walk into the hallway.

One of the bodyguards put his hand on my chest and said something in the language I didn’t understand. Musa bin exchanged a word with him, and then the redhead holding my drink said something. They all looked at me, and when it was obvious I didn’t know what the bodyguard had said, the stripper spoke.

“He wants to search you real quick. If you wouldn’t mind. His client is high-profile and one of our most honored guests. Uhhh, you don’t have to, but--”

“That is fine.” I nodded to the thick man, who obviously had a big ass pistol holstered in his coat, and raised my arms so he could search me.

He nodded at me when he finished groping me, and I walked past the group of men with the two strippers in tow.

“How about this room?” I said as I pointed to the door next to the one I thought Eve and Z were in. Was Eve touching him right now? I tried to keep my mind off of it. She wasn’t my woman. She was just doing this so we could get off of this planet. She was probably talking to the man right now about the computer message Z had set up to deliver the videos to his wife and general inbox of all the Elaka Nota Corp employees. I didn’t know if the blonde hacker could actually send it to all of the company’s employees, but I imagined she would make Uwuwto Alwin think that she could.

The private room had three couches with a coffee table in the middle. One of the women set down my drink, and the other one pulled me onto the nearest seat. A music player sat in the corner, and the stripper who put down the drinks went to the display.

“Should we start by dancing for you? Or would you rather have us do something else?”

“Dancing is fine,” I said as I forced a smile to my lips. Both of them were prettier than any girl I had ever been with, but all I cared about was how Eve and Z were doing. Asking the strippers to dance would probably delay them from taking this session toward a lap dance, or whatever kind of sexual encounter they might expect me to ask for.

The stripper hit the music, and the two of them began to move together. It was a routine they seemed to have practiced, and I might have been turned on if I wasn’t distracted by the lack of contact from Eve. She should have told me that everything was okay by now; they had been in there for what? Five minutes or so. What could be taking so long? Were Eve and Z dancing like this for that asshole? Ugh. Adam, calm the fuck down.

“Don’t you like us dancing?” one of the redheads asked. Their arms were wrapped around each other, and they started kissing.

“That’s fine. Continue.” I tried not to sigh.

The women were more making out than dancing, but I wasn’t really paying attention. My friends should have finished talking to this guy already. They should have shown him the blackmail--

Mr. Alwin has agreed to our terms.

The sensation of Eve’s voice in my mind caused the tension in my muscles to relax. The two women swaying had been glancing at me out of the corners of their eyes, and I guessed they noticed me relax.

Meet us out back. He is going to take us into the facility. His mind is hard to read. I think that his guards might prevent us from leaving, so be prepared.

“I’m going to go,” I said as I stood from the couch.

“No!” both of the women gasped. “We haven’t even--”

“Thanks for your time. Here.” I gave each of them a pair of bills from my roll. It was many times what I had paid to get into the place, and I was sure it was more cash than they would have expected.

“Are you heading home? This is enough for us to leave our shift early for the night. We both like you. Do you live nearby?” the woman that was the drug addict asked.

“No. I have to leave. Take care. Thank you for the conversation.” I walked out of the private room and caught the back of the guards as they left the hallway.

The club bouncer stopped me from exiting the hallway by putting his fat hand on my chest. He said something that I didn’t understand, but I figured he was just wondering why I was leaving so soon.

I nodded to where I thought the bathrooms were and then made an unzipping motion with the fly of my pants. The bouncer got the point, and he moved his hand so I could get by him. He was probably just trying to make sure that the girls weren’t getting hurt when they were in the private room, but then again, I was sure they had surveillance cameras and a security team watching the footage.

Would Elaka Nota get the footage? It was a hole in our plan. Z had hacked into the club’s database to get the videos of Uwuwto Alwin’s orgies, but I suddenly realized that Elaka Nota wasn’t going to let their president of weapons design and manufacturing off the reservation without a tight leash. They had to have a team watching the videos. It was just a question of when they would watch them, or if the same facial recognition software would recognize Eve, Z, and I inside of the private rooms.

Regardless, we needed to hurry.

I saw my friends as soon as I turned the corner into the main area of the club. Both Eve and Z were still wearing their outfits, and the ring of guards was tight around them and the short president. The group walked out of the rear door of the club, and I saw a dimly lit parking lot.

Half a dozen girls tried to talk to me as I walked, but I pointed the bathroom signs by the exit and then waved them away. The first challenge of the night was getting Eve and Z into the room with the man. The next was getting him to agree to take them into the facility. The third was convincing the guards that there wasn’t any problem with the man taking two strippers to the facility for a night of sex.

He is offering money to them to just enjoy their time here. Three of the four are agreeing, but the fourth is having none of it. He is loyal to Elaka Nota and takes his job seriously. I’m going to get him in the car. Follow us on one of the motorcycles.

“Confirmed,” I whispered as I pushed open the door. I saw the four bodyguards standing around Eve, Z, and Uwuwto. The short man had his arms around both of my friends, and his hands were cupping their butts. I managed to push aside my rage and give the group a half smile when they all turned to me.

“Awww, just come with us then. Maybe Alwin can let you watch,” I heard Eve say to one of the guards. The men were watching me walk, but they turned back to their conversation when I straddled one of the big motorcycles. The key fob was still in the ignition, and I was a bit surprised no one had stolen it.

This is unfortunate. The single objector has convinced all of his guards to accompany us. I won’t be able to eliminate all of them when they are in the car. Please help.

I watched my friends get in the limo after the corporate president. Then I debated my options while the other four guards slid through the door. I was only at the strip club for insurance purposes. Eve had felt confident she could get the man to take both her and Z to either the facility, but the plan left too many variables for me to stomach. I didn’t know how powerful the strange vampire woman was, but I didn’t want to just wait on the outskirts of town while they did all the heavy lifting for this part of the mission. I had actually planned to kill all of these guards in the hallway, throw the president fuck in his car, drive to the facility, use his clearance to get in, put a bullet through his brain, grab the closest starship we could find, and then blast off.

Eve preferred a little more elegance.

The last bodyguard closed the door behind him, and the limo began to roll away. I waited for it to pull out of the parking lot before I fingered the start button on the motorcycle. The bulky cruiser crawled forward, and I watched the president’s car turn onto the street before I began to follow.

This was not good. My weapons, armor and the rest of our meager possessions were hiding in a spot I’d found at the edge of the city by the facility. It would take me only a few moments to grab them from the spot, but I’d have to stop following the limo, and it would be doubtful that I’d catch up to them until they actually reached the security gates of the facility. I couldn’t really blast ahead to grab the stuff. I would definitely lose the car then, and I didn’t know for sure which route the driver would take out of the megacity.

I was going to have to think of something quickly, or Eve and Z would both end up dead.
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Eye of the Tiger - Chapter 12

Our target has not yet told his guards about the blackmail. He is continuing with the agreement. However, he is beginning to have thoughts about what he might do to us when we are alone in the facility. As we planned, it is nonworking hours, and most of the assembly is done by machine. He is wondering if he can get us to a room with his guards and then torture us until we tell him how to deactivate the email. I can use my powers to kill these men, but it will probably kill Mr. Alwin as well.

I almost couldn’t hear Eve’s voice over the wind screaming past my ears. I didn’t know if she could hear me, but I rode only a few cars behind the limo, and the vampire had been able to detect my thoughts through several floors of concrete.

I am having trouble feeling your surface thoughts. There are too many people in the cars and on the streets. Please try again to speak to me.

“I want to grab our weapons and then attack the car when we are in a less populated part of the city,” I yelled my shitty plan, but I couldn’t hear them over the sound of the wind across my uncovered ears. Eve didn’t reply to my words, and I took it to mean that she hadn’t heard me.

The streets were packed with cars, but the traffic was moving much faster than I would have expected. The sidewalks were also busy with pedestrians, and the neon advertising lights on the buildings reflected off the smooth surfaces of their umbrellas, coats, and shopping bags in a way that almost made the people glow with a phantasmal light.

The limo turned right onto another major street, and I followed them to a freeway on-ramp. The road took them high into the sky of the city, and the change in perspective allowed me to see over some of the smaller towers. There were airports on all sides of the city, and I could see the lines of thruster fire light up the horizon as a three hundred kilometer long spacecraft tried to maneuver its bulk down to the ground.

I had spent a few hours familiarizing myself with the map of this city, and the display on my motorcycle was also giving me a location ping. The driver was heading in the direction of Elaka Nota Corporation’s spacecraft facility, but this freeway would overshoot the place where I had hidden our gear by half a kilometer.

There was no way I’d be able to get to my weapons.

I rode behind them for a few more minutes and debated on my next course of action. I couldn’t force them off of the road with my motorcycle, I didn’t have my guns, and changing into my tiger form wasn’t going to do anything but alert these guards as to my actual identity. That might have already happened. One of the many cameras in the city could have identified my face, or seen Eve and Z when they got into the car. The clock was ticking, and I could do little more than watch as the metaphorical hands moved.

He is considering telling the driver not to take us to the facility. Perhaps I should have gone with your plan. Z and I are hinting to him that he needs to take us to the shipyard to show us all the craft he has built, but his guards are becoming suspicious. I suspect Mr. Alwin will decide to risk the email. I know you are on the motorcycle, but I might have to begin using my offensive powers. It will create a dangerous situation for Z and our target. If you can think of anything in the next few minutes, it would be helpful.

“Tell him your partners are at 0.00232 N and 0.234 S. I’ve hidden our weapons there,” I said into the wind, and I hoped the beautiful woman could hear me.

I will inform him.

The woman’s words conveyed no emotion when they entered my mind so I couldn’t tell if she was worried. My lack of control over the situation was beyond frustrating, and I felt the beast inside of my soul scream to be unleashed.

The limo angled toward the next off ramp, and I dropped back a bit on my motorcycle, so it wasn’t completely obvious I was following them. Fortunately, another car decided to get off behind the limo, and I positioned the cruiser I rode on a spot that prevented anyone from inside the car from seeing me.

We are going in that direction. The guards all know of our blackmail. The interior of the car is hostile. Guns are pointed at Z and me. If they do not find the relay Z told them was programmed to send the email, the men will have turns with us until we give them the information.

“Shit.” My hiss turned into a growl, and I struggled to keep my head from spinning. The animal inside of me wanted to drive my motorcycle into the back of the limo so I could climb on the roof, rip open the metal like a sardine can, and tear them all into ground meat.

I took a deep breath of the air whipping past me and managed to get the beast back into the corners of my psyche.

“I’m going to ride ahead and wait for you to get there. Be safe,” I said. I didn’t know if the woman could hear me.

The limo made a right on the street after the highway, but I continued straight and twisted the throttle on my grip to increase the speed. The bike was wide, but I was still able to fit between most of the traffic lanes. I thought about running a few red lights, but I figured that would guarantee I would get caught by the security cameras, so I decided against it.

Eve didn’t communicate during the ten minutes it took for me to get to the edge of the city where I had our gear hidden, and my panic continued to chew into the lining of my stomach. I pulled into the trash-filled alleyway where I’d stored our stuff, and parked my bike at the end of the lane behind an ancient metal bin. The container was large enough to fit two of motorcycles inside, but it was made of a light aluminum, which allowed me to push it aside without causing any noise to echo. Underneath was a manhole cover, and under the cover hung our gear bags. I grunted a bit with the effort of pulling the heavy disc out of the ground, but then I looked into the hole and swore.

My bags were gone.

“Grrrrrrrrrr,” I slammed my fist into the street hard enough to break my knuckles. My hand went numb, but I didn’t care and slammed it into the asphalt a few more times. After the tenth strike, the pain started to cut through the numb anger, and I was able to focus on my next steps. The limo would be here in a few minutes, and I needed a gun to take care of the four bodyguards and the driver of the car.

I poked my head down into the sewer and looked around. I hadn’t heard or smelled anyone nearby when I first hid the bags a few hours ago, and the bin didn’t look to have been moved. The manhole cover was large and weighed a good fifty kilograms. I doubted anyone could have lifted it.

There was a dim light down the north direction of the tunnel.

My hand had healed already, and I used it to swing from the top of the ladder before I dropped to the distant ground of the sewer. I could smell the scent of synth-tobacco, and the aroma brought up memories of my time in the Jupiter Marines.

I feel you again. I suspect we are a few minutes away.

I pushed my service memories away and sprinted down the dark passage of the sewer. This place stank, but not as badly as the area of the Undercity where Eve and I had first escaped the spider drones. These were the slums, and I suspected most of the abandoned buildings didn’t have working sewer lines anymore.

I tried to curb my speed with a bit of stealth, but the passage was made of smoothed concrete tiles, and even my quietest footfalls echoed painfully from all of the walls. I just focused on sprinting, and the light up ahead began to grow brighter.

The gunshot sounded a half a moment after I saw the flash of the barrel. I’d half expected whoever stole my gear to try to shoot me, so I threw myself to the ground well before the bullet smashed into the wall behind me.

The dumbass was using my giant revolver. What an idiot. Not only was it too dark down here for anyone to use the sight, but I was too far away, and I doubted the shooter could handle the recoil from the weapon.

I shot to my feet and sprinted in a hunched over position.

“You can’t ahhh havvvv!” the voice shouted again. I saw the muzzle flash from the revolver extend into the darkness of the sewer again and I ducked lower. The bullet went way wide and smashed into the wall a good fifteen meters from me.

The shooter was backlit from a lantern on the ground. He looked hunched over, either from pain or age or both. He was holding the large chrome revolver over his head, and a pillar of white smoke came from the muzzle. It looked as if the man hadn’t expected the second shot to kick as hard as the first, and he was trying to wrestle the weight of the gun back on target.

I was only five meters from him now, and I managed to shoulder check him before he could point the gun at me again. Something cracked inside of him when I hit, and I caught his gun holding wrist before he fell away from me.

“This is mine,” I growled at him as I pried the revolver from his gnarled fingers. The man was old, and his face was covered with warts only advanced skin cancer could bring.

“No. My. I fooo--” I interrupted him by turning the revolver around to point between his eyes.

He had one of my other pistols tucked into his belt. I let go of his wrist, yanked it free of him, and then pushed him away. I didn’t shove him hard, but the man weighed almost nothing, and he ended up collapsing against the wall five meters from me.

The animal who shared my DNA wanted to rip him into pieces, but the human side of me pitied the sick man. I was the one who left my belongings hanging from the ladder. I grabbed the gear bags from the tile walkway. It looked as if he had only opened the gun bag, and I still felt the weight of my shotgun and rifle inside of the case.

We have pulled up to the alley. I feel you beneath us. Where are you?

“I’m coming,” I said aloud.

“Huuuh?” the man said.

I looked down at him and then at the revolver in my hand. He was no longer backlit by the lantern, and I could see cancer covered almost all of his left eye. I imagined he had to be in absolute agony. A bullet to his head was probably a mercy.

But I had enough blood on my hands already, and I was going to have more by the time this day was over.

“Get a meal and a drink.” I tossed some of my cash on the ground at his feet, and then I sprinted back toward the ladder up to the alley. The man said something as I ran, but I didn’t catch the words.

We have stepped out of the car. The guards are taking Z and me into the alley. Alwin is in the rear of the group. He thinks this is a trap. I feel you in the sewer beneath us. I will take them to the back of the alley. All of the men have pistols out, but our target does not have one.

I slid to the bottom of the ladder and looked up its five-meter length. I couldn’t climb up now without them getting an easy shot at me, but if Eve could get them to stand behind the bin, I might be able to sneak up and get the jump on them.

Should I change into my other form? Should I let the tiger out of the cage? It screamed against my heart in approval, but as soon as I thought about the idea, I threw it aside. Changing back into a human exhausted me, and we still needed to get inside of the facility. I was more than a little confident I would have to use my stronger form when we were trying to steal whatever spaceship we could find.

“What is this?” I heard a heavily accented man’s voice ask from above.

“It’s a sewer cover. Fuck, you are as stupid as you are ugly!” I heard Z hiss. I almost couldn’t believe the balls on the woman.

The man said something I couldn’t understand.

“Speak English asshole, I can’t understand your gutter grunting,” Z said.

“I said, you are ahh going to be ugly when I am ah done with you,” the man growled with a thick accent.

“Hey, you hear that? It is the sound of you and your boss getting fired once the videos of you having orgies in the back rooms of strip clubs hit the news waves. I’m sure your shareholders are going to love to know that they are spending money on--”

“Where is this relay?” another man interrupted Z’s tirade. He spoke with almost no accent, and I guessed the words belonged to Uwuwto Alwin. He also sounded a bit scared of Z’s threat.

“Behind this bin. It is inside of the motorcycle saddle compartment,” Eve said. Her voice sounded like a calm breeze, but the animal inside of me screamed to be unleashed so it could kill the men that threatened to harm her.

“Go get it. Then bring it to us,” Alwin said.

“Sure, I’ll go back there and just hit the fucking send button.”

“Jaman, go get it out of the seat,” Alwin replied a second after Z spoke.

“Ahh, boss.”

I heard footsteps up above as one of the guards walked past the manhole cover.

“Can you throw Z down here and then jump in afterward? I’ll catch you, and then I can shoot them,” I whispered and hoped that Eve heard me.

No. She is held by one of the men. I am held by a second. I can kill this man, but then the others will kill me.

My anger poured from my brain like lava. The rest of my nerves began to smoke, and I almost let myself change. There had to be away out of this. There must be some way I could distract these assholes and then free my friends.

Then I got an idea and ripped open one of my equipment bags.

“I ahhh don’t see ahh relay!” the man said.

“I’ve got it!” I yelled as my fingers closed around what I was looking for: a flash grenade.

What are you doing?

Eve’s voice conveyed no surprise or emotion.

“Flash grenade. Can you make it float in the air with your magic?” I whispered as I pulled out the pin and let the handle fly off.

One.

“Who ahh said that?”

“Down here! In the sewer!” I shouted.

Three.

“Bring it up--”

I tossed the flash grenade up and out of the manhole with a perfect underhanded lob. I almost wanted to see if Eve used her magic, or whatever her power was called, to make it levitate before it exploded, but that would have been idiotic. Instead, I assumed she was going to make it work, and I bounced up the ladder with my eyes closed.

All the men and Z screamed with agony after the grenade activated.

I jumped out into the alley and pulled out my pistol. One of the men was to my right by the trash bin, and I guessed he was the one who went to investigate my motorcycle. I didn’t really need to aim at him. He was close, and I had always been a good shot. The pistol kicked a bit in my hand as the bullet ripped through his skull.

The man holding Z was hunched over with agony, but the blonde hacker was curled up in a fetal position on the ground, and her escort didn’t even have a hand anywhere on her mostly naked body. My second bullet went through his eye, and the exit wound splattered a fist full of brain onto Uwuwto.

There were three guards left, but the one who held Eve was standing behind the other two. Their numbers didn’t match my original count, and I realized that the driver must have stepped out of the car to assist. All of them were blinded, but the one closest to me on the left was a professional, and even though he was blind, he guessed where I stood from my gunshots and was twisting his own pistol in my direction.

I dove to the floor of the alley as his shot went off. I didn’t know if he would have hit me if I hadn’t, but my somersault took me the four meters of space between us in a single roll, and I came up in a crouch about half a meter from his feet.

My bullet entered him at the pelvis, ripped up through his stomach, under his ribcage, into his heart, through his lungs, and then exited at the top of his shoulder.

The penultimate guard started shooting, but he was waving his gun around blind and had no idea I was still crouching on the ground. His head exploded like an overripe melon fruit, and more brain splattered onto the well-dressed president.

The last man screamed something at me, and I turned to see him holding his gun to Eve’s skull. He shook his pistol and then tapped it on the side of her head with a jerking motion. I felt my anger turn into insanity, and my muscles began to swell. I’d rip that arm off first and then take his leg. I’d watch him squirm while his body bled out.

I will take care of him. Do not change.

Eve’s red eyes stared into mine, and the woman’s full lips formed a beautiful smile. I felt my body stop its transformation, but my anger didn’t actually subside. I still wanted to kill the man, but a bullet would do fine now. I didn’t need to tear all of his limbs off.

He shouted at me again, but his eyes were closed, and it was obvious he couldn’t see at all. He opened his mouth to shout the unknown language once more, but then his voice choked off, and he gasped.

His arm was moving away from Eve’s head. His shoulder was trembling, his knuckles were white around the grip of his gun, and his face looked horrified. The pistol lifted away from the side of the beautiful woman’s head and then slowly moved to his own. He started screaming, and let go of Eve with his left hand so that he could try to pull his right arm down, but as soon as he let go over the scantily clad woman, his pistol went off, and the right side of his face turned into a cloud of red smoke.

“What the fuck is going on? Am I dead?” Z cried out from her fetal position.

“I threw a flash grenade.”

“Oh, that’s nice. Now can you take these red hot pokers out of my eyes? I feel as if my brain is melting along with my retinas.”

“I’m going to get the bags from down below. Ehhhh-- Where do you think you are going?” I grabbed Uwuwto Alwin by the collar of his coat and tossed him into the nearest wall.

“I’ve got money. Please don’t kill me. I have a family,” the man stuttered. A gallon of tears was descending his fat cheeks and dripping on the floor.

“I’ll get him in the car,” Eve said. The beautiful woman carried one of the guard’s pistols in her right hand and a fistful of the president’s hair in her left. “Come with me, Alwin. We had an agreement.”

“Yes, yes. I’ll give you what you want. Just don’t kill me. I’ll take you right inside. Please don’t kill me!”

I moved back to the sewer hole, jumped down, set our gear bags over my shoulder, and then climbed back up to the alley.

“Z, can you see?”

“Oh sure, looks like black with darker spots of black on a burning black background of blackness.”

“I’ll help you up,” I said as I grabbed her arm. I got her standing easily, but I realized I would waste too much time leading her out of the alleyway. She was blind, wearing narrow platform heels, and the alleyway pavement was uneven. I was actually surprised both women had managed to walk down here with their shoes on.

“I’ll carry you,” I picked her up and sprinted back to the car.

“Awww, so sweet. My eyes still think that you’re an asshole, though.”

“They will forgive me soon.” I chuckled and then set her on the limo seat.

Eve already stepped inside with Uwuwto, and I saw the vampire woman had her pistol trained on the man’s chest. She turned to me, and a slight smile came to her red lips.

You should grab the driver’s coat and whatever money you can from the bodies before we go.

“Confirmed,” I said aloud. I was going to ask her if she needed to drink any blood from these men. I didn’t know how often the woman needed to “feed” to stay healthy. Then I realized my life was quite strange. I was a mutated weretiger thinking about how best to feed my vampire friend.

Our lives are indeed strange. I would like to drink some of their blood, but we are short on time. It helps me with my powers, but I will speak to you more about that when we are off of this planet.

I moved back to the group of dead men and searched through their pockets. They each carried rolls of cash, wallets with payment cards, Elaka Nota Corporation IDs, and extra magazines for their pistols. I was starting to collect a small arsenal of firearms, but one could never have too many guns. I laid my long coat down on a clean patch of ground and tossed all the arms and ammo on top of the fabric.

The driver’s coat was too small for me, and the muscles in my arms almost ripped the seams loose when I bent my elbows. It would be obvious the coat wasn’t meant for me if someone examined closely, but it was a better solution than just wearing my duster. At least it didn’t have any blood on it.

There was so much that could still go wrong with this plan.

I pulled up my coat into a sack and carried it over my shoulder to the limo. I must have looked like a strange kind of Santa Claus, but I doubted anyone in the abandoned slum area was actually watching us. I threw everything in the back next to Z, and then closed all the passenger doors before taking the driver seat.

“They are probably going to recognize me when I drive up to the gate. My face, along with yours and our friend’s are all over the news feeds,” I said to Eve through the window of the limo.

“Maybe. I am counting on the contextual disconnect of our strategy,” the dark woman said.

“Huh?”

“They know our faces, but they are searching the city. I doubt these guards even care. They will not expect us to pull up in a car with one of the company presidents and then ask to be let in. They are expecting us to be hiding,” Eve explained.

“So you are counting on the guards at the gate being total idiots? Ugh. I can’t believe I agreed to this plan,” Z moaned from the back seat.

“Can you see yet?” I asked over my shoulder.

“It’s coming back. Still, hurts to open my eyes,” Z said.

“Start moving the guns from my coat and put them in one of our gear bags, then cram everything under one of the seats back there, or in a corner. I don’t want any of these guards to see them if they look inside,” I said.

“Kay. When comes the part of this plan where I get out of this slut suit? I have a wardrobe malfunction every time I breathe,” Z asked.

Uwueto whined and spoke before I could answer Z. “Don’t hurt me. Can you just take the car and my money? I don’t know who hired you all, but I can give you the schematics to our weapon systems. You don’t need to take me inside of the facility."

“We won’t hurt you if you cooperate. You’ve taken women here before to show off. Just ensure that there are no hiccups at the gate and you’ll live through this,” Eve’s voice was uncharacteristically angry.

“We are leaving the outskirts of the city,” I told everyone. “We’ll be at the gates in ten minutes. I’m going to close the privacy window. Make sure the bags are as hidden as you can get them and put on an act for these guards if they look inside.”

The two women agreed, and then I rolled up the dark glass so I could concentrate on the road ahead of me.

Unlike the other road we took out of the city during our first reconnaissance mission, this one was in decent repair and had some lights on the side. Even though the planet had been terraformed, and the gravity adjusted, the terrain still looked like the kind of badlands I had often seen in the high desert areas of Ganymede. It was mostly rocky mountains, stocky shrubs, and withered trees. The vegetation was kind of odd given how many times it had rained since I escaped into the city, but I supposed there could have been some problems with the soil that prevented a proper jungle from growing.

Or it could have been the light from the system’s sun. The city only ever seemed to get a few hours of hazy light every day before it slipped back into darkness. I did recall seeing many tanning booth storefronts in the city, and it was possible the planet didn’t spin on its axis completely.

The walls of the shipyard facility rose in the distance like a glowing caterpillar. The sight filled me with a bit of dread, and I contemplated the possible outcomes of our mission. The best result was us accomplishing our goal and stealing a ship out of their yard. Z had been right when she expressed doubts about any of the vessels having space folding technology. Those starships were virtually unheard of, but even a cruiser with a hyperdrive would mean we could jump solar systems with only a week’s worth of Earth time. We could head in any direction, and Elaka Nota would be unable to follow us through the vastness of the Milky Way. If we found a ship with a warpdrive we could get away even faster, but those ships were also rare.

The worst case scenario was the three of us getting captured. As much as I didn’t want to be experimented on again, I almost couldn’t bear the thought of Eve back in the liquid filled tube. I didn’t want to ponder the depth of my feelings for the woman who freed me, but I would give my life to protect her. I’d do it a thousand times and endure whatever agony to repay her.

I would do the same for you, Adam. They will not capture us. Death will take us first. It would be our last freedom, and while I would choose life for obvious reasons, dying by your side would bring me peace in the afterlife.

“Confirmed,” I said to her.

I tightened my grip on the steering wheel of the limo and turned into the main road of the facility.

Z’s eyes have recovered, and she has hidden our equipment under the longest rear seat. We are lounging on either side of Alwin. He takes women to the main office building. It is attached to the north side of the largest building. I wish we had a better plan, but Elaka Nota is too powerful for us to wait. This will be our only chance.

“I know. We’ll shoot our way past the guards if we have to, but then I can guarantee the final outcome. Let’s hope this works.”

The closer I drove to the gate, the more impressive it looked. The mass of concrete squatted a good forty meters high. The top of the wall had flashing red beacons to alert aircraft, and I spotted way too many auto turrets to count. I angled my head down into the steering wheel and prayed to my luck that none of the monitors on the gun’s cameras were linked to the facial recognition software running my image.

There were two gates, and I rolled down the window as I drove the limo up to the first one. A pair of guards wearing Heavy Elaka Nota armor stepped out of a side station. One of them approached my open window, and the other circled the car. Each of the men was holding what looked like plasma rifles.

Shit.

The armored guard said something I didn’t understand, and my heart started to hammer in my chest. If things had gone wrong, I’d planned on shooting these guys, plowing past the gate, driving into the main building, and attempting to get onto the nearest ship. The armor these men wore would laugh at my bullets, and each of their plasma rifles probably cost as much as ten of these limos.

The weapons would also destroy the car in two shots. I’d never had one issued to me when I was in the Marines, but I had seen their power on the battlefield plenty of times. They mowed through the armored opposition as if everything was a paper target. I doubted I’d live through a shot of one, and I doubted that my healing abilities would save me if I did manage to live after taking a shot.

I needed to talk my way through this.

“President Alwin in the back. He’s got girls with him,” I said as I pointed my thumb. I couldn’t see the man’s eyes through the glass of his helmet, but I did see my reflection. I was surprised that I looked so calm.

“How many?” The voice asked.

“Just two this time. Can you believe this guy? I told him this was a secured area, but he said he does it all the time, and if I didn’t like it he’d fire me.”

“Where is Kimba bin?” the guard asked. I knew that was the name of the driver I killed.

“Night off. Alwin told the other guys they could stay at the club. Said to me I had to drive him here because I was new. Said I had to do my time. It’s my second day.”

“Where are you from? Your accent is strange,” the guard asked, and I saw the other one circle around to the driver side out of the corner of my eye.

“Jupiter. How about you? You don’t sound like a native.” I forced a smile to my mouth.

“Ha. Mars actually. We are a long way from home.”

“Mars, huh? You’ve probably got a story a lot like mine. You serve?” I asked.

“Fifth Army. I was in the Diatrade scuffles,” he said.

“I wouldn’t call those ‘scuffles.’ Heard that was some shit. I wasn’t in anything that serious. A couple of pirate issues. Mostly ship and station disputes.” My story was under exaggerated a bit. I’d done plenty of space, planet, and station missions. Some were full-scale conflicts. Others were recon or special assignments.

“Ha. I could never get comfortable with that idea. A bullet goes stray, and you are all dead. I prefer to be on the ground,” the man said.

“Confirmed. We should grab a beer sometime and chat more. I’ll grab your info when we get out. Good to talk to someone who is kind of from home.”

“Ha. That sounds good. Talk to you then.” The guard waved his hand, and the gate lifted in front of us.

“Wait,” the other guard called out, and I felt my stomach freeze.

“Yeah?” I asked as I leaned my head out.

“You mind rolling down the window?” this guard did have a local accent, but he didn’t have the “ah” phrasing tossed in his words.

“Sure. Let me figure out what button it is.” I looked through the controls and found the ones for the window. I unrolled the divider at the same time as the passenger one so that I could hear what the armored sentry said.

“What is taking so long?” Uwuwto said with a gasp.

“Sorry sir, wanted to confirm you were back here with two guests.”

“I am. Let’s go.”

In the rearview mirror, I saw that both women were hanging on the man, and Eve was stroking his neck with her long nails. I averted my eyes before I could get angry and focused on the gate ahead.

“Carry on,” the first guard said to me after the second had stepped away.

The gate was opened now, and I let the limo crawl past the doors before I slowly accelerated. There was another guard post up ahead, but the gate there was already opening, and the pair of men just waved us past without inspecting the limo.

Then we were inside of the facility, and a few more steps closer to getting off of this planet.
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Eye of the Tiger - Chapter 13

There wasn’t much activity in the outside areas of the facility. I would have thought there would be some workers walking around, drones, or anything, but I recalled that this was supposed to be non-working hours. Everyone must have been off site.

There were a few large trucks carrying equipment between the buildings, but they all stayed on yellow lit paths, and it was easy to avoid their automated activity. Five minutes later I parked the limo outside of what Eve had told me was the office building, and we were talking through our next steps.

“We still can’t get changed? You are kidding me,” Z shook her head angrily at me, and the motion made her breasts strain against the dental floss covering her nipples.

“There are cameras everywhere. If you two step out of the car wearing your street clothes, someone might ask questions. If you wear that, it is a pretty clear visual about why he is taking you inside.”

“Shit. Fine. You are bringing the bags? I don’t want to wear this while we are escaping gravity. This get up is already violating Newton’s Laws.” The blonde woman gestured to her breasts, and I had to agree that I didn’t understand how everything was staying in place.

“I’ll bring them.” I turned to the plump Asian man. “I will open the door; you will exit with the women. I will open the door to the building. Then we will go inside. You will take us to your office there. If anything other than that happens, the last thing you will see is a bullet tearing through your retina. Understand?” I asked through the open divider.

“Yes.” The man gulped.

“Good.”

I got out of the driver seat and walked back to the door of the long luxury car. I took Z’s hand to help her stand, and then I moved aside so Uwuwto could get out, and then I helped Eve. The vampire woman’s hand was warm, and her fingers gave mine two brief squeezes before she let go. Our eyes met for a second, and I felt my tension relax a bit.

They waited while I stepped into the limo. This was one of the parts of our plan with the least amount of leverage over the man. Eve didn’t have a gun out because of the cameras, nor did Z. The man could break free of both women and then make a sprint to the door.

Fortunately, he didn’t think about escaping, and I managed to get our gear from the car without issue. I took the lead to the door, and then I opened it up so that the three of them could enter.

There was another pair of guards inside. They weren’t wearing armor, though. These were just men in cloth uniforms, security badges, and hats. Each of them had a pistol on their belts, and they stood as soon as we entered.

“Boss wants to show the girls around,” I spoke before the men could ask what was going on.

“Ahh na,” said one of the guards as he eyed the two women. The fucker was actually licking his lips like he was starving.

“What in bags?” the other one asked in a heavy accent as he pointed at my load.

I looked at the two men and then nodded my head so that they would step with me to the side of the room. Uwuwto continued to walk with the two women, and they reached the elevator of the lobby.

“Toys,” I whispered to both of the men and wide smiles spread over their faces. “He wants to keep this a bit of a secret. Like the last time. Here is some cash for you guys.” I pulled a roll of bills I took from one of Uwuwto’s guards and handed it over. “Can you turn off the cameras again? He doesn’t want his wife to find out.” I had no idea if the men would shut down the security stuff, but I figured it was worth asking.

“Where ahh you take ahh them?” one of the men asked.

“To his office.”

“No camera there. We turn off the, ah hallway ones,” the other said.

“My boss thanks you,” I whispered as I handed the men another roll of bills. “I’ll mention to him how good of a job you are both doing.”

“Ya. Have fun. Ahh maybe if he’s done he can let us ah play?”

“Maybe.” I shrugged and tried to keep the disgust off of my face.

I walked to the other side of the lobby and stepped into the opened elevator a few seconds after my companions. Eve’s fingers were still wrapped around the back of the man’s neck, and she gestured for him to press one of the buttons. He hit the icon for the top floor and the doors closed.

We were almost there.

“I can’t wait to get into this man’s office,” Z hummed as she kind of ground Alwin’s leg. I thought this was weird for her to say, but I noticed the cameras on the ceiling also had a receiver that could have been a microphone.

The doors chimed and then opened to show a well-lit hallway. It was generic corp styling with gray walls, gray carpet, gray ceiling, and propaganda artwork adding the occasional splash of color. We followed Uwuwto to the end of the hallway, and he slid his thumb over a control panel for his office. The wood doors opened, and the four of us walked in.

“There are no cameras in here,” I told the women as soon as I closed the doors behind us. The room was large, and a three-meter long fish tank sat in the middle. On the other side were the man’s wooden desk, couches, and a wet bar.

“You sure?” Z asked as she looked at the ceiling. “Can I get out of this thing?”

“Yeah. Then we need you to--”

“I know. I’ll have a much easier time hacking their system from this fuck’s desk. Ugh. Do you have any idea where that sack of shit touched me? I need to shower a few dozen times. So gross.”

“Let’s focus on the job, you can shower later.” I said as I set down the duffle bag with the women’s clothes in it.

“Easy for you to say. You weren’t even there, and your girlfriend has bodysuit and skirt on. Look at my outfit. This guy just put his fingers wherever the fuck he wanted,” Z said as she glared at the man.

“I thought you were an employee of the clu--” the chubby president began to say, but Eve interrupted him.

“Let us continue. We have limited time.”

“Yeah. Okay.” Z grabbed her clothes, shoes, and gun holster from inside of the bag. Then she walked over to the desk on the other side of the fish tank.

“I will wait until she is done before I change,” Eve said to me. “It is easier for me to read him while I touch his skin. They’ve given him some training to resist.”

“I won’t do anything. Please let me live,” the man whined again.

“I’m changed!” Z shouted from the other side of the room. “I’ll start on this computer. Can sleazebag log in? It'll make it easier.”

“Confirmed,” I said as I yanked the man away from Eve. I nodded to the bag with her clothes, and she smiled before she kneeled down to grab her things. The movement allowed me to see down between her breasts, and I turned my head away before I was completely distracted.

“Sit here and unlock your terminal, Mr. Toad,” Z gestured to the large office chair at the desk. The blonde woman was wearing a pair of black military pants, military shirt, and light armored vest.

“I will. Just don’t--”

“Yeah, I get it. Just unlock the damn thing.”

Uwuwto typed on a keyboard for a few seconds, and then Z kicked the chair away suddenly.

“Don’t get any fucking ideas. Asshole,” she seethed.

“What did he do?” I asked as I pulled out my pistol and set it against his head.

“He tried to send a message. Slimy bastard.”

“No, I was just logging in. Please!”

“Keep an eye on him. I don’t think he sent it.” Z leaned over the desk and began to hammer away at the keyboard. The hair on the half of her head that wasn’t shaved fell over her eyes, and I noticed the sound of her typing speed didn’t decrease when she lifted one of her hands to push the blonde locks behind her ear.

“We look okay. He didn’t get it out. I’m checking his messages. Give me a minute. I’m going to see if I can figure out what ships they have on deck. If they have anything ready to fly, I’ll look for the manual and see if I can find launch codes.”

“What will the launch codes give us?” I thought it was kind of odd that there was an additional layer of security, but I supposed they didn’t want a random employee jet-setting with a hyperdrive craft.

“I’m not really a pilot, but you are going to need a few codes. First is the stuff to turn on the ship. Second is the ones which can open the fly bay. The third one will make it seem like the take off is approved by the government, aka Elaka Nota Corporation, or else the surface-to-air missiles will take us out,” Z explained. Maybe Eve already thought of all of this, but I hadn’t.

“Thanks,” I said to her.

“Huh?” she turned her eyes away from the screen and looked at me with her mouth opened.

“Thanks for helping us. We couldn’t have done this without you. We owe you. Even if we don’t get out of here. I am thankful for your help.”

“Oh. Uhhh. Yeah. It’s fine.” Z’s cheeks blushed a bit, and she cleared her throat. “Just keep an eye on that fuck. I don’t want him messing anything up.”

“Confirmed. Do you need him for anything else?” I asked.

“Nope. I’ve got everything I need here. I can dive through their whole system since he has full access,” she said.

“Good.” I brought the bottom of my pistol down on the man’s head, and he fell out of the chair with a thud.

“That’s one way to handle it,” Z said as she looked away from the screen again. “How long before he’ll wake up?”

“Probably an hour, but he’ll be groggy.” I didn’t tell her that he might not wake up. Things like this worked in the movies, but when someone tended to get knocked unconscious by a head injury in real life, it often took them days to recover.

If they even woke up.

“I have finished changing,” Eve said as she walked from around the fish tank. The woman was wearing almost the exact same outfit as Z, only the blonde woman’s vest was of soft fabric armor, and Eve’s chest piece was crafted with light synthetic plates.

“I’ve got some ships. Here, I’ll put them on the screen behind us.” The blonde hacker jabbed her finger against the display of the monitor where she worked, and the image projected onto the blank part of the wall. “Are they called spacecraft, or spaceships, or space vessels? I’ve always wondered.”

“Loose definitions. Anything with a hyperdrive is really a starship because it can go between solar systems, but they are all considered spacecraft,” I said.

“Okay. These eight have hyperdrives,” Z said as she clicked on one of the touchpads on the desk. I looked at the blueprints on the wall and tried to make sense of the size of each ship.

“We can’t go too big because we don’t have much of a crew. Anything over two hundred and fifty meters will be too large for--”

“That one,” Eve interrupted me. The dark-haired beauty raised her finger to point at one of the blueprints on the wall, and I directed my eyes to follow her finger.

“This one?” Z asked as she zoomed in on the blueprint.

The craft had measurements on the side indicating it was one hundred and sixty meters long. It would be small enough to land on a surface world, but I imagined a ship that size would have at least two subcraft which it could launch for planet visitations. The shape of the starcraft was slightly strange. Most craft seemed to be either a circular shape for gravity purposes, traditional whale shaped, geometrically shaped like building blocks, or styled after the ancient airplanes of Earth. This vessel looked a bit like a manta ray, except the wings weren’t extended out from the main body to the same proportions, and there were diamond-shaped formations rising from the sides like it wore shoulder armor. Even though the blueprint was confusing to read, I could still visualize the elegant sweep along the flanks.

“That one. That is our ship,” Eve said with a finality that made me wonder if she had planned on that exact ship as soon as she freed me.

“You’ve picked the only ship that doesn’t have codes to open the fly bay or get take off approval. Can you pick one of the other ones?” Z asked as she hammered on the keyboard. It sounded like there were three pairs of hands typing, and her fingers were a blur.

“No. That is the one with the folding technology. We want that one. It has called to me for years. She will take us where we need to go.”

“I don’t see anything in here about the folding tech. Says it has a hyperdrive, warpdrive, uhh, two shuttles and three one-man fighter craft. Accommodations for up to a hundred and twenty. A minimum crew of ten. Huh. That’s some good automation tech. No mention of folding tech. I would have thought they would have put it on a larger ship.”

“We can’t really pilot it,” I said to Eve. “We don’t have enough people.”

“We will get more crew. That is our ship. Doesn’t it call to you, Adam? She has told me her name for years. She was born to be ours.” Eve’s red eyes burned into mine, and I found myself nodding.

“Official name is HAD-35-11345-243-5432B.” Z rattled off the name.

“Hades, but that will not be the name we will call her. Can you get the bay codes?” Eve asked the blonde woman.

“Uhhh. There just aren’t any. If the president of fucking weapons doesn’t have them, you know what that means?”

“What?” I asked.

“This bird wasn’t meant to fly, not anytime soon. It probably doesn’t have any chairs, or amenities, or anything on it that we are going to need for the trip into deep space.”

“She is ready for us. Can you hack the codes for the fly bay? How about the take off approval codes?” Eve asked Z.

“That’s not really how this works. If there is something there I can find it, if there is nothing there, then I can’t find it. I’m not a god. I don’t just--”

“Create it. You are a god on the computer. Create a new set of bay codes so we can leave and another for takeoff approval.” Eve pointed to the computer and then shrugged her shoulders.

“Okay, I can do that, but there are a bunch of other problems. I get you like that ship. It is good looking, but there are two others around that size with hyperdrives. I have the complete codes to those. We made it this far already, and we are somehow alive, we can get off this rock in less than a quarter of an hour if we just take one of them.” Z bit her lip after she spoke, and I guessed the girl had known Eve’s answer before she gave it.

“No. It has to be that one. How can we help you create the codes?”

“Fuck.” The hacker sighed as she covered her face. “I can’t do it from here. I’ll need to get to the bay’s control tower. It will be kind of simple to just create new bay codes, but the approvals are going to be a pain.”

“Where is the control tower?” I asked.

“Here,” she said as she typed on the keyboard. The map of the facility popped up, and the tattooed woman tapped a spot on the map with the nail of her pointer finger. “It’s in the main building where the ships are docked.”

“Confirmed. Let’s--” I began to say, but she interrupted me.

“It’s two kilometers away.”

“Confirmed. We can run there in--”

“Through five control locks, and past three security checkpoints.”

“Hmmm,” I growled.

“If we went straight to the bay and took one of these other ships. Whoosh!” Z made a flying motion with her hand. “If you want to go to the control tower…” The girl made a gun shape with her hand and then flicked her tongue across her lips with a gun firing sound.

“We aren’t leaving her. Let’s go to the control tower,” Eve said quickly.

“Okay. Fuck, here I was thinking we are going to get to live after all. Let me see what I can do about these locks,” Z started hammering on the keys again. “If I take care of the locks, are you two going to be able to handle the guards?”

“Yes. That’s my job. I will do the killing,” I growled, and the beast was already pushing against my stomach.

It wanted to be released. It wanted to roam in this building and kill everything that stood between us and our freedom. It wanted to give Eve the ship she wanted. It wanted to protect her as much as it wanted to hear the dying screams of my enemies fill the air.

I let it fill me.
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Eye of the Tiger - Chapter 14

“You said the guards were turning off the hallway cameras?” Z asked me as we prepared our weapons. The blonde hacker carried one of the smaller pistols that Uwuwto’s bodyguards used.

“That is what they told me.” My words clawed out of my chest like a ball of sandpaper. I didn’t want to speak anymore. I wanted to kill. “They will see us running through the halls, eventually. We just have to get to the control tower before they can catch us. Are you both ready?”

“Yes,” Eve said. She was carrying my rifle in her hands. The woman had admitted she wasn’t skilled with firearms, so I’d given her and the gun-ignorant hacker a quick lesson when we were in the hotel.

“I’m ready. Oh fuck. We are going to die. This sucks,” Z laughed as she lifted the bags off of the ground. They were mostly our spare clothes and a few extra pistols. I had thought about carrying them, but we couldn’t afford for me to be encumbered during the upcoming fight.

“We will be fine. Have faith.” Eve smiled at the hacker.

“Oh, sure, ‘have faith,’ says the girl with the fangs and the red eyes. ‘Just follow the two and a half meter tall walking tiger-man into a tornado of bullets. What’s the worst that can happen?’ Kitty-boy doesn’t seem to mind getting shot, but I kind of like my blood staying inside of my body.”

“Stay out of the way then. Let’s go.” I opened the door and pivoted around the hallway with my shotgun. There weren’t any guards, of course, but I did see the cameras on the ceiling. I was going to assume the guards at the front desk had not turned them off and were raising the alarm. It meant we had less than five minutes to run two kilometers, get through five security doors, kill the guards at three stations, access the control tower, hack new codes to open the bay doors, and figure out how to get launch clearance.

Z’s fears were reasonable.

I grunted at the women, and they came out of the office behind me. I’d spent the last ten minutes memorizing the map of the facility, so I knew exactly where to run. I grunted again, and then took the lead position at the mouth of the hallway that would take us to the control tower.

We ran.

I quickly outpaced my friends, but that was okay. I didn’t want to risk them getting shot at. The plan was for me to charge ahead with my enhanced speed and hope I could gain the initiative on any guards. The hallways were empty, and I was soon sprinting at my full speed down the long stretches.

I turned the corner where the first guard checkpoint was and encountered my first opposition. There were only three of them sitting at a desk next to a metal detector, and they wore the kind of uniforms the men at the front of the building had. It looked like the men were playing a game of holocards, and they weren’t prepared for me to come up on them so suddenly.

I flicked out the claws on my left hand and ripped them across the neck of the first guard, and his blood sprayed across the faces of the other men. Before either could scream, I drove my nails into the eye sockets of the second guard to kill him. The final man was tilting back out of his chair, and I slammed the butt of my shotgun into his face. The blow smashed him into the ground, and then another strike from my weapon broke open his skull like an egg.

“I’ll get the door!” Z shouted as she ran through the metal detector. The thing went off with a meek buzz, but the hacker paid it no attention.

Eve and I moved to the blonde woman’s side and watched her plug a cord between her skull and the key pad of the door.

“Alwin’s got a lot of codes that I downloaded. I’m just going to cycle through them first before I actually try to hack the-- and we are good!” Z did a fist pump in the air and then made a motion with her hand as if she was a magician opening up a doorway with her magic powers.

The door did open, and I poked my head around the corner to make sure there wasn’t a battalion of plasma wielding guards in heavy armor standing on the other side. Fortunately, the hallway was clear, and I grunted at them to follow me.

This next segment of the hallway was only two hundred meters, but it had a few intersecting passageways I checked before I ran past. I made it to the security door a good twenty seconds before my comrades could catch up to me, and felt the beast scream in my mind with impatience. I needed to run. I needed to kill. Waiting made me feel caged again.

“On it,” Z said as she plugged her brain into the door again.

“You are doing great,” Eve patted the other woman on the shoulder. “We are almost there.”

“We actually aren’t, but thanks for the compliment. This door is done,” Z made her pretend magic motion with her hand, and the gray armored doors parted with the movement.

“Three more doors.” I peeked around the opening. No guards were waiting for us, and I sprang forward to take the lead again.

This was the longest stretch of distance between the doors. The passage where we ran was on the side of the main shipyard building, and if we wanted to take one of the other vessels, we could have chosen any of the doors on our left side to reach the massive hangar. Then we could have boarded the ship and blasted off without any more conflict.

But Eve wanted the strange manta ray shaped ship, and the woman hadn’t led me astray yet.

I wanted to sprint ahead of the two women, but while the doors on my left led to the hangar, the doors on my right were staff housing and equipment rooms. The map didn’t tell me if anyone was currently living in the rooms, but I didn’t want to risk someone stepping into the hallway between me and my companions. It would mean potential crossfire. I could shave the wings off of a fly with my shotgun at ten meters, but I feared Z would accidently put a bullet in me. Or her whole magazine. I was going to have to teach her to shoot once we got on the ship.

A man stepped out of a door in front of me. He looked like a lab tech since he wore a white coat and was studying a digital pad in his hands. He didn’t even look up when I reached him, but he gasped with surprise when I flung him back through the still opened door. I saw him smash into the far wall of his room and then slump to the floor. He was hurt and probably unconscious, but the man would live.

The tiger screamed in my mind, and I almost staggered against the wall when I tried to run. It wanted to kill the man, even though he might have been innocent. The beast wanted to feed on screams and terror. It was a tightly wound animal rage that only thought in terms of kill or be killed. Hunt or flee. Mate or die. It didn’t understand I had no desire to kill a guy who was probably just working the late shift so that he could support a family. I didn't see anyone else in the room, so I pushed myself to run again.

My boots pounded the tile floor, and the rhythm forced most of my bloodlust back into my stomach. We continued our run, but I could hear Z’s breath pour out of her mouth with painful gasps. I doubted hackers spent a lot of time exercising, and the woman’s heart sounded as if it was working way too hard to keep up with us. There wasn’t much I could do about the problem besides throwing her over my shoulder when she couldn’t run anymore.

We weren’t even halfway to the control tower.

I motioned for my friends to stop at the next corner. There was a guard station up ahead in front of the third security door. The door led to a service elevator which would take us up two floors to another long hallway dotted with endless office cubicles. There were only two more security doors after this elevator, and one more guard post right in front of the control tower. If I could get these men down without raising the alarm, it might buy us another minute before all hell broke loose.

I crouched a bit and crept forward with short strides. I inhaled the scents surrounding me and then twitched my ears around so I could get a feel for the guards around the next corner. My nose caught the smell of their fear, and my ears picked up the frantic drumming of their hearts. Fuck. They knew we were coming.

I debated my options. The animal wanted me to dash around the corner with my enhanced speed and kill the men, but my human brain knew that plan was all sorts of stupid, so I grabbed one of the grenades from my armored jacket. It was an offensive one and I hoped it wouldn’t fry the electronics on the security door when it went off.

The pin came off with a flick of my fingers, and I waited two seconds before I banked it off of the adjacent wall. The men shouted as soon as they saw the explosive, and I turned my head away to protect my ears from the boom.

Their screams ended as soon as the blast sounded, and I spun around the corner on my knees; the three men were all sorts of dead, and the metal detector was ruined. I gestured for my two teammates to run forward, and I checked the other directions of the hallways before I took my position behind Z.

“They know we arrrrrrr here,” I growled.

“No shit, you just threw a grenade. You are like, the worst fucking ninja I’ve ever seen. What happened to being all quiet?” Z was pushing the cord from her head into the door again.

“They knew wwwweee were here before I threw the gggggernade.” It was getting harder to speak without growling.

“I thought we’d just get killed as soon as we stepped out of the office, so I’m going say we are still winning. This shit is opened.” Z snapped her fingers, and the blood covered security door began to slide apart.

“Get down!” I shouted as I heard a stutter of safety switches flick over from the other side of the door.

Eve was already twisting out of the way, but Z wasn’t prepared for my warning, and the hacker froze. I grabbed her shoulder with my left hand while I aimed my shotgun into the opening maw of the doorway. As soon as I saw the first guard’s head I pulled on the trigger of my shotgun.

But the five other guards also began firing.

Z flew away with a flick of my furry hand, but the other bullets slammed into me. Most hit my armored jacket in the chest, but they didn’t penetrate the armor. Two of the shots got lucky and hit me in my left bicep. The slugs ripped almost all of my arm off, but I was carrying my shotgun with my right arm, so I was able to continue yanking on the trigger.

My slugs sprayed across the room like mini torpedoes. One shot punched a hole through two of the men’s chests, another ripped the top half of his body off at the stomach, a third slug left a skull sized hole inside the skull of the very unlucky guard, and the last shot somehow managed to toss all the limbs of the man free of his body when it hit him in the center mass.

Shotguns were quite useful up close.

I fell to a knee and looked at my left arm. It was attached by only a few long tendons, and a gallon of blood seemed to pour out of the side of my shoulder. I’d taken a few bullet hits before and still managed to heal through them, but this was a serious injury. I didn’t know if my mutated DNA would let just let the limb attach back.

“Shit! Are you okay?” Z was at my side, and it looked like the she was trying to decide how she should comfort me during my last few seconds of life.

“I’m fine. Let’s keep going,” I didn’t actually feel any pain, but my legs wouldn’t work for some reason.

“You are very injured,” Eve stated the obvious.

“Push my arm back into its socket for a few seconds. I might heal,” I said, but my heart was pounding in my ears, and I had trouble hearing my own words. Maybe I was whispering.

“Uhhh. Your, whole fucking arm is-- oh jeez,” Z moaned when Eve grabbed onto my left limb and pushed it against my shoulder.

“It’s fine. I think I am healing,” I wheezed as I looked up at the vampire. Her red eyes met mine, and I could easily see her worry.

I heard boots marching down the adjacent hallway from where we had come from.

“More are coming,” I said to the two women as I nodded back around the corner. “You should go. I’ll hold them off here.”

“No. I’m not leaving you,” Eve said.

“Then you’ll die. Just go. I want you to live,” I growled at her. No. I needed her to live. How did she not know how I felt about her?

“I do know how you--”

“Hey! No one needs to die right now. I can close the door. Pick him up!” Z grabbed me under the right arm and tried to lift. The woman’s face turned red with the strain, but I easily weighed one hundred and fifty kilograms without my armor on.

Her effort inspired me to move, and I pushed off of the floor with wobbly legs.

“There we go! Just get to the other side.” Z tugged on my arm in an effort to push me faster, and the three of us stumbled across the threshold of the security door.

As soon as we crossed, Z let go of my arm and plugged her skull cord into the terminal on the other side.

“Come on. Come on. Fucking close. Please,” she started to chant.

The sounds of the boots grew oppressively close, and I guessed the woman could hear them now.

“Yes!” Z cried as the doors started to close again.

They moved really slow.

“Fuck! What is wrong with this piece of shit?” Z moaned. “The blood and guts must have messed with the motors.”

“I’ve got a grenade on my--” I started to say, but Eve was already pulling one of the smoke grenades off of my jacket with her bloody hand. She flicked off the pin with an easy twist of her long nail, and then tossed the cylinder past the closing door.

Just as the men turned the corner.

The door wasn’t done closing, and the smoke had only partially filled the hallway. I raised my shotgun with my right arm and sent a slug into the first in the pack. The fifty-gram projectile made a hole in his chest armor the size of my spread hand, and then the slug took out the two guards running behind him.

The other men jumped back around the corner, and I fired a few times into the wall where they took cover. My slugs smashed through the wall like a jackhammer, and two more of them died.

The door was halfway closed, but the smoke had now filled up most of the room.

Z yanked her cord out of the door’s keypad and turned toward me. A spray of bullets bounced around us, and she fell down with her arms over her head. The guards were shooting blind, but it was only a matter of time before they got lucky. We needed to move.

“Let’s go.” A growl emerged from my throat as I pushed my back against the wall and slowly rolled myself to stand.

My arm was starting to itch at the shoulder like a group of ants were crawling over my wound. It was the familiar sensation of healing, and I wondered if my body was actually going to repair itself.

I probably wouldn’t live long enough to find out. The guards knew we were here, and we weren’t even on the correct floor yet.

“The elevator!” Z yelled as we turned the next corner.

“Down,” I shouted at them as I pulled them forward.

The light above the double doors of the elevator flashed, and the doors began to open. I didn’t even wait to see who opened it; I just let my shotgun roar. The slugs turned the contents of the lift into spaghetti.

I saw the corpses of eight men when the doors finished opening. This group, like the men on the other side of our smoke grenade, wore armored plates over their chest in a design similar to Eve’s armor.

It hadn’t saved them. Very little would stop a solid slug from a shotgun fired at less than twenty meters.

I pushed my right elbow into the ground and seethed when I stood. It was only a few dozen steps the rest of the way to the blood-soaked elevator, and I leaned against the hole filled wall as soon as we stepped in.

“Going up,” Z commented as she hit the button. There was a terminal jack, and the hacker shrugged before she plugged her skull cord into it.

“Ohhhh,” she said after the door slid closed. “Elevators are on a port system.”

“What does that mean?” I grunted. My arm was finally starting to hurt, but the pain was just making me angrier.

“It’s like closed. There is a single access point that the security crew can access for control. If that is turned off, then they can’t move the elevators unless they go local.”

“Can you turn it off?” Eve and I asked at the same time.

“Already did. I also turned off all of the elevators besides this one. As soon as the door opens, I’ll shut this one down also. They can turn them back on if they get someone with a skull jack to one of the elevators, but I just shat all over their code, so whoever it is better bring a big fucking clean disk.”

“Thanks. That will help,” I said. Then I pressed the release button for my magazine, and the almost empty drum of my shotgun fell on top of one of the guard bodies with a wet thud.

“I need a--” I began to say, but Eve was already fishing through the correct ammo pouch on my belt. The beautiful woman pulled out another ammo drum, and then pushed it up into my shotgun until it clicked into place.

“You two have this creepy finishing each other’s sentences kind of--” Z stopped talking when the door dinged, and I pointed the productive end of my gun at the doors as they opened.

The hallway was clear, and the three of us let out a collective sigh of relief.

“Two more security doors,” Eve said.

“Confirmed,” I replied as I took a cautious step into the hallway. We couldn’t actually run with Eve still pushing my arm into my socket, but we could walk quickly.

An alarm began to scream through the halls.

“How rude. It’s like they don’t want us stealing their ships, or something,” Z laughed.

“You are in a gggggood mood,” I growled.

“Men waiting for us up ahead at the next turn. They are heavily armored and have shotguns,” Eve hissed.

“Next corner?” I asked as I looked forty meters down the hallway. “Right or left?”

“Left,” she answered with a nod.

“Can you--”

“Yes. Do it,” she confirmed, and I dropped my shotgun onto my sling so that I could pull out my second to the last grenade. It was a highly offensive one, and would probably wreck a good sixty cubic meters of the passageway with bouncing shrapnel.

I pulled the pin and then chucked the grenade down the hall toward the corner. As soon as it reached the turn, the sphere froze in mid air and then darted a sharp left. The men around the corner screamed out a warning two seconds before the detonation. The grenade was a beast, and the boom of its explosion shook the walls, dimmed the lights, and made the floor shift like an ocean.

“They are dead,” Eve said after a cloud of smoke poured out of the side hallway.

“No shit. Did you have a nuke in your pocket?” Z asked me. “Please say you did. I have a snappy joke ready.”

“Let’s go.” I grabbed my shotgun and started to walk forward.

“Ahhh,” she whined.

“I’m surprised you can make jokes at a time like this.” Force of habit made me check the hallway with my shotgun before we walked past. The sound the grenade made had been much less horrific than the damage it caused to the armored men. Most of the hallway had been reduced to bits of armor drenched in a thick red soup.

“It is how she copes with stress,” the vampire said.

“Exactly! Eve gets it.”

“The next security door is around this corner,” I said. The door would take us to the lobby area of the control tower. Then there was another guard station before the door to the control room.

“I got it,” the blonde hacker said as she pulled into the terminal.

“There is no one in the next room,” Eve whispered.

“That’s strange,” I said.

“They were probably the guys in the hallway you just exploded. Or maybe they were the guys in the elevator that you aerated,” Z said. “Or maybe they were watching the security footage, and they just figured that they wanted to live. I’m just glad they aren’t there. We should have been dead five minutes ago. Here is the door.” The metal panes in front of the blonde women started to shift and part. I raised my shotgun and slid to the side so I could have a little cover in case Eve was wrong.

The doors opened, and I leaned past them. The lobby was about fifty meters wide by eighty long. The sides of the room had small counter nooks, and I could see the neon lit words of various restaurant brands I noticed in the city. This was less of a lobby and more of a food court. There were tables, chairs, and trash bins stacked to one of the sides. I saw the guard station on the far end of the large room by the elevator passage leading to the control room. It appeared that Z was correct: There was no one manning it.

“Let’s move,” I ordered as I stepped into the foyer. Eve was still holding onto my left arm, but the numbness had started to fade, and agonizing pain accompanied the horrendous itch that came along with my healing. It was almost too much for my human mind, and the tiger who lived in my soul begged to be cut loose so he could run through the halls.

I fought against the beast inside of me. I couldn’t lose control now; we were almost in the control tower. Once we were there, Z could jam the doors and we’d have a few minutes of breathing time. I just had to make it the rest of the way across the room.

You can do it, Adam. I am with you. Soon we will be with the stars.

Her voice came to my mind and pushed the animal back from the edges of my vision. I let out a long breath and managed to close my left hand into a fist.

“Huh,” I said as I stared at the bloody cat hand.

“You are powerful. They didn’t know your true strength, but soon they will,” Eve whispered as she let go of my arm. The limb stayed connected to my shoulder, and I began to think I’d have full use of it in ten minutes.

“Last door,” Z sighed thankfully as she pushed the cord from her head into the terminal slot. “I’m getting faster with their systems.”

“Hurry,” I said. “I hear something.” I pointed my shotgun to the far side of the open plaza. There was a wide tunnel there that I guessed was a supply delivery port.

“I don’t sense any--” Eve began to say.

“It’s a spider drone,” I whispered as the first outline of the giant combat machine became apparent to my sensitive eyes.

They must have been out of guards and sent these fuckers instead.

“Door is opened!” Z screamed at the same time as the machine’s cannon barrels began to spin.

“Go, go, go!” I growled. My arm burned a red hot agony when I pushed Eve through the door. Z had already pivoted around the opened steel shutter, and she was trying to close it behind us.

“Hole. Eeeeeee. Shiiiiiit!” the hacker screamed as the wave of bullets erupted from the spinning gun. The ground, walls, and ceiling seemed to instantly turn into dust as the bullets separated their molecules with their kinetic energy. I’d pushed Eve deep into the hallway behind the door, but Z was kind of close to where the drone’s bullets were spraying, and I threw my giant tiger body over her.

“Mmmmmmhhhhhhhh!” she screamed into my chest as the endless stream of bullets smashed into the world behind us. I felt one tag me in the back, but it skipped off of my armor like a rock across a pond. Then another slammed into my side, and it tore through my stomach like a red hot poker. The blonde woman screamed again, but the intensity of her shout made me think she wasn’t actually injured; she was just upset I’d gotten shot again.

Then the door closed, and the staccato roll of bullets turned into the sound of angry hail slamming against the thick security doors.

“Are you okay?” Z said when I pushed myself off of her. The woman’s blue eyes were wide, and she pointed down at my stomach.

“Yeah,” I coughed, and it felt like a gallon of blood spilled out of my mouth.

“Uhh, no. You’ve got half of your guts coming out of your stomach.”

“Help me lift him,” Eve instructed the hacker as she pulled up on my right arm. The dark-haired beauty looked as if she weighed fifty-five kilograms soaking wet, so I was a little surprised when she yanked me to my feet. Z pushed her shoulder under the bloody armpit of my left arm, and the two women tried to help me walk toward the elevator leading up to the control tower.

“We are almost there. Uhh, don’t die. Okay?” Z said after we’d taken half a dozen steps.

“I won’t,” I tried to growl, but another bucket of blood splashed out of my tiger maw. Shit. How did my body hold this much blood?

I didn’t feel the monster inside of me. I only knew human fear, and a dark fuzzy fog at the sides of my vision.

My body hurt damn bad now. There was no numbness. It was just pain that I wanted to go away at any cost. I was so tired. I wanted to lay down for a bit and close my eyes.

“Fight it,” Eve hissed. “Do not die. Keep walking.”

“Confirmed,” I said as I focused on the next step. Then the next step. Then the next step.

We reached the elevator and moved inside as soon as the doors dinged open. The inside of the lift car was empty, and Z plugged herself into the terminal so that she could manually open it.

The doors closed with a happy ding, and the car shot up the shaft with a sudden rush. I hadn’t expected the speed, and my knees almost buckled against the force of gravity.

My blood pattered on the floor tile like a heavy rain.

“We are almost there. I’m sure there is a medical kit or something in the control tower. Everything is going to be fine. It’s going to be good. We’ve got this. Just hang in there,” Z pleaded.

She cares for you. She has never seen another man protect her. They have all left or betrayed her. Fight this. You are strong. Death is your minion. You do not succumb to it. She needs you. I need you. The galaxy needs you. Use your anger. Don’t quiet the beast. Let it save you.

There are men in the control room.

“Confirmed,” I said as the elevator door dinged. Then I turned to the two women and raised my shotgun. “Step away,” I growled. Eve nodded and moved to the side of the car, and Z did the same, only the blonde hacker looked terrified.

The tiger roared in my stomach. It filled my blood. It beat against my skull like a war drum. My sight was already tinted a bit yellow because of my form, but the walls of the elevator began to shift into a crimson hue.

The door slid open, and I jumped through. There were three men with pistols standing behind the cover of the various flight control equipment. Their first volley of shots missed me when I dove through the door, but my first shotgun slug found one of their arms. The limb exploded off at the shoulder as the slug passed through, and the hunk of metal dented the thick glass window that looked out over the gigantic spaceship yard.

I fell on the ground with an impact the shocked my entire body. I felt a whimper escape my mouth, and I rolled over to my side so I could aim my shotgun at the next attacker. My landing stunned me a bit, and the man was already sighting down his pistol barrel at me.

Then half of his skull disappeared when the bullet from Eve's rifle passed through it.

I sat up to aim my weapon at the last man, but he was taking cover behind the metal computer station, and I didn’t have a clean angle on him. I almost thought about shooting him through the terminal, but I didn’t know how much of this equipment we needed to escape. I expected him to poke his head out from the right side to take a shot, but the man surprised me by throwing his pistol to the floor and waving both of his hands over his head.

“He is surrendering,” Z translated.

“Fine, let him go,” Eve said as she gestured with her rifle to the elevator door.

“Do you need him?” I asked the blonde girl as I stood.

“What was that?” she asked, and I realized my words had been mostly a guttural growl.

“He knows nothing of the system,” Eve said as she gestured with her rifle again. Then she spoke a single word, and the man ran into the elevator. A few seconds later, the door closed, and the car was descending to the lobby.

“Well, we made it,” Z said as she sat in front of the largest array of computer terminals. “Now we just have to do the hard part.”

“We have faith in your abilities,” Eve said as she put her hand on the other woman’s shoulder.

“Heh. Thanks.” The blonde woman pushed her skull cord into the desk and then turned her face to me. “You going to be okay?”

“Confirmed,” I said as I looked down to my stomach. I was still dripping blood all over the floor, but my intestines were somehow back in my body.

“Good. Now sit back and watch some fucking techno magic.” The blonde woman cracked her knuckles, wiggled her narrow shoulders, and then began to dance her fingers across one of the many keyboards.
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“Annnnnnddddd we’ve got bay codes! Yes!” Z shouted after five minutes of frantic typing. “It took a bit longer than I expected, but-- What are you doing? Eeeeeeeeekkk!” the blonde woman screamed and jumped out of her chair when she saw Eve kneeling next to one of the guards. The vampire was holding her long hair back with one hand and had her face pressed up against his arm stump where the blood gushed.

“What is wrong?” Eve asked as she sat up from the man’s body. Her face was covered with crimson.

“You are drinking his blood!” The hacker pointed a trembling finger.

“Yes?” The raven haired woman licked her lips.

“You are a vampire!” Z shouted.

“Yes, you knew that.” Eve shrugged her shoulders and then wiped off some of her face with the back of her gloved hand.

“I was joking! I thought you just got the implants and eyes because you liked the way it looked.”

“Hmmm.” Eve nodded her head. “Yes, I understand that now. No, I’m not going to suck your blood.”

“How do I know that? When we get into deep space, you are going to get hungry. Then what? Do we need to like capture people and keep them on the ship so you can eat them?”

“Calm down, Z. No one is going to eat you,” I said as I stepped toward the blonde girl.

“Easy for you to say. She’s not gonna--”

“I do not need blood often. I eat regular food. The blood helps my powers. I believe I spent over thirty earth years as a prisoner in a tube without any. I can go for a long time. I’m still weak. It might take me years to regain my strength. You don’t need to fear me, Z. Besides Adam, you are my only friend.” Eve spoke quickly, and she managed to wipe the rest of her blood off of her face.

The hacker was still perched on top of the terminal desk, and she spun her gaze between the two of us. I could almost see the gears turning in her head, and I prayed that she wouldn’t do something stupid.

The elevator dinged behind us.

“Uh oh,” Z said.

“I thought you turned that off?” I asked.

“I did. They need to get someone to plug in from down below to set it manually.” She jumped from her perch and ran to the elevator.

“Can you stop it?” Eve asked.

“Maybe.” The hacker plugged her cord into the keypad. “The bigger issue is still how we are going to get out of the control tower. We can call the hover pad, but I’m guessing these fuckers are going to have gunmen down below, and we’ll be sitting ducks while we are up there. We could take this elevator down, but I didn’t think they would get here so fast.”

I looked to the side of the control room where Z had gestured. Attached to the tower were two hover cars. Their purpose was to shuttle people from the tower to various ships and back without people having to walk the great distance. We’d planned on taking them down, but Z was right, if we didn’t get on board in the next few minutes we would just get blasted out of the sky.

Then we would fall three hundred meters to the ground of the hangar.

“I can help us get down,” Eve said.

“How?” the hacker asked.

“With magic.” The vampire laughed, and the sound rang through my head like wind chimes.

“I sent the elevator back down, but they are just going to send it back in a minute. I need to figure out our take off approval, not play ping pong with these fucks. Can you handle the elevator?” she asked me.

“Confirmed,” I said as I stepped to the doorway.

“You sure you can get us down if we can’t use the hover shuttles?” I asked Eve.

“Yes. I like your plan. Let us burn their bridge.” The woman said.

I grunted and forced my clawed fingertips into the seams of the elevator door. I pulled my hands away from each other, and the metal parted to reveal the shaft. I hoped that it would have had the classic rope and counterbalance design, but this elevator looked to be using a magnetic sliding system. It would mean that I couldn’t cut a wire or blow off a counterweight to send the elevator crashing back to the ground.

I leaned out into the shaft and pointed my shotgun down into the darkness. The car was coming back up, and I could see the magnetic hangers on the roof. The devices flipped over the polarity so that the car climbed up without much energy. It made for a smooth and fast ride without any moving parts.

I pulled the trigger on my shotgun three times to send slugs down into one of the hangers. The device turned into a shower of sparks and fire almost immediately, and then I pointed my gun at the other one. I just did one shot this time, but the hanger broke just as quickly, and the elevator began to slide back down the shaft slowly. There must have been some sort of safety brake on it.

“The elevator is broken,” I reported to my friends.

“Can you two get a visual on the ship? I think it is over--”

“I know exactly where she is,” Eve said as she pointed through the window.

I’d spent only a few moments looking out of the window while Z did her thing, and the sight had overwhelmed me a bit. The hangar was massive. And there were at least fifty ships in various build states. The vessels were of different sizes, but there were three giant ones I guessed were over six hundred meters, and they blocked our view of the craft sitting behind them.

“Yeah. I know where it is on the map. I need to for the bay codes, but do you actually see it?”

“No. It is behind the one that looks like a gray whale. It is fifteen hundred meters from our position,” Eve said with a confident nod of her beautiful head.

“Fuck. More running,” Z sighed.

“We are almost there. What do you need to do for the approval?” I asked.

“Ughhh.” The young woman put her hand over her face. “I’m going to try something a bit unorthodox. This might not work, but I’m not finding a doorway to the government’s defense protocols.” She reached across the clutter of keyboards and set her hand on the phone. She clicked a few buttons on the screen she looked at and then put on a headset.

“Echo twelve. This is… EKS-One. I’ve got a bit of an issue here I was wondering if you could help me out with.” The hacker spoke with a bit of a nasal tone to her voice. “My superior was supposed to get approval to launch a craft from location one dash sixteen, bay four. For some reason, he didn’t call you guys to tell you. Now the director is here and everyone is yelling at me. I’ve got the graveyard crew sitting around with their thumbs up their asses.”

I heard a man’s voice through her headset, but the words were soft, and I couldn’t understand exactly what he said.

“Yeah. I know you need two weeks. Here’s the thing: my boss is a dickbag, his boss is a dickbag, and someone is going to lose their job over this. I’m not the girl who was supposed to be getting these approval codes, but I’m pretty sure the shit is going to roll down to me. Is there any way you could do me this favor? I know you aren’t supposed to, but I’d be exceptionally grateful. You would not believe the crap I have to deal with. Well, you probably do. I’m sure you work for a bunch of idiots as well.”

I heard the voice laugh on the other line, and then he spoke again. His accent was thick, and I realized that was why I was having problems understanding him.

“Thank you so much. You just saved my ass. I’m not joking either. Okay. The craft is HAD-35-11345-243-5432B. We are looking for a window starting now. Can you give us one?”

The voice spoke again, and Z smiled at us as she did a little fist pump.

“Great! I see the approval codes. You’ve been a real help. What’s your name?”

The man answered, and the hacker nodded.

“Well, Omar. I owe you a beer. You working all night? Can I call you after we get this thing launched?”

The man said something else and Z winked at us.

“Great. I’ll give you a call at your desk, and we’ll set it up. I have to go now. They are breathing down my neck. Talk to you soon.”

“That was very smart,” Eve said.

“Yeah. Hackers don’t just use the computer. You’d be surprised at how much stuff I get done by just making nice with someone over the phone. We are ready to go. The ship has all the codes on it. The bay doors are opening, and the approval is good. We should be able to escape Trappist - 1e without getting attacked by the planet’s security.”

“Until they figure out what is going on.” I peered over the side of the control room’s window. I didn’t see any guards down there, but we were very high up, and even the two hundred meter long ships looked like toys.

“Do we risk the shuttle?” Eve asked me as she pointed to the platforms connected to the control tower.

“I’ll send an empty one.”

The three of us walked onto the first platform. It was four meters wide and six meters long. There were two control sticks on the head podium of the shuttle, but there was also a keypad that I guessed could make the thing fly automatically.

“I’ll do that. You handle the shooting of assholes.” Z pushed my hand away from the controls and drummed her keys across the buttons. “Step back. Let’s see if this thing gets--”

“Rocket!” I yelled as the missile streaked toward us. It had been fired from below, and the long tail of smoke grabbed my attention.

I pushed Z into the other shuttle and managed to grab Eve’s arm as soon as it struck the platform. Z screamed as the craft we had just been standing on fell out of the sky, but Eve didn’t make a sound. The vampire woman was hanging from my grip, and her red eyes bore focused holes into mine.

Her feet dangled over almost a kilometer of empty space, and she would have fallen to her death if I had been half a second slower.

I yanked my left arm up, and the woman fell into my lap. Her arms tangled with mine for a second, but then we freed ourselves.

Thank you, Adam. I am again in your debt.

“No. I’m in yours,” I growled as I moved to the front of the hovercraft. I saw the group of guards down below and counted eight of them.

“This is so stupid!” Z yelled as she pushed the control sticks of the craft forward, the thing dipped and started to fly toward the ground. The top of the ship was open, and the air rushed past our heads with a screech.

Bullets were also rushing past our heads, bouncing off of the sides of the craft, and peppering the undercarriage.

I was trying to get to my feet so I could fire back at the guards, but Z was twisting our platform through the air like a drunken sailor. Every time I got to my feet, she slammed the controls another direction, and I slammed into the guardrail.

“We are going to dieeeeeeee!” Z screeched as another rocket popped from the ground.

“No,” Eve said calmly.

I looked at the vampire woman. Her dark hair flew away from her face, and her pale skin seemed to glow. She reached out her hand toward the missile, and her forehead knitted with concentration.

“Ahhhhhhhhh!” the vampire screamed. It didn’t sound like she was in pain, though, it seemed as if she was trying to lift something too heavy and she was putting every ounce of strength available to her into the movement.

I turned my tiger head and saw the missile dip down away from us. It made a looping motion and streaked back to the group of guards who had launched it. The men pointed into the air and tried to run, but they were too late. The ground exploded where they stood, and flaming bits of armored bodies flew across the open space of the hangar.

“Did you do that?” Z’s voice was half terrified question and half triumphant cry of exuberance.

“Yes,” Eve panted. Her eyes weren’t glowing anymore, and her skin looked like it had changed to an ash color.

“Uhhh. Can you do it again? This thing is broken, and we are going to crash.” The shuttle started to tailspin slowly, and it was clear that Z’s joystick motions weren’t doing anything to control the hovercraft.

“I think so, but I might faint,” Eve said.

“I’ll carry you,” I said.

“Sooner rather than later!” the hacker screamed as our vehicle lurched suddenly.

Then we were in free fall.

My feet lifted off of the base of the vehicle for a few seconds, but then the fall seemed to stop. I saw Eve’s eyes glowing again, and the woman clutched onto the side railing as if she was trying to pull it back away from its tumble. Her long dark hair floated in the air above her neck, and it danced with a frantic urgency.

Z let out a scream half a second before we slammed into the ground of the hangar. There was a tearing rip that sounded like lightning opening the sky. The hovercraft bounced once, twice, and then a third time before it slid across the ground. Each impact ripped large chunks of metal off the vehicle, but the base managed to remain mostly intact.

“Adam,” Eve whispered as soon as we stopped sliding. The woman tumbled toward me, and I grabbed her before she completely fainted.

“Ugh.” Z coughed and groaned. The tattooed woman was curled up in a ball at the front of the craft. She was bleeding from a cut on her scalp, and a stream of blood dribbled down her right cheek and neck.

“You okay?” I asked.

“No, but that is probably good. Means we are still alive.” She tried to get to her feet, but her hand missed the grab for the crumpled railing, and she collapsed back on her ass.

“I’ll carry you,” I growled.

“I’m okay, just very tired for some reason. Shit, am I bleeding?” she touched her fingers to her cheek and then blinked at the blood.

“Yes. You hit your head.” I let go of my shotgun and crouched next to the hacker. She opened her arms a bit so I could pick her up easier, and I balanced her on the shoulder opposite Eve. It was a bit of a mess with both women, my shotgun, and Eve’s rifle in the mix, but I got all the different limbs and weapons sorted by the time I climbed down from the ruin of the hovercraft. I spun around to get my bearings in the shipyard, spotted the massive gray whale ship that the Eve had pointed to earlier, and then I started running.

Only fifteen hundred meters of open hangar space before we were on the ship.
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I ran, and the sounds of my heavy boots hammering into the thick concrete of the hangar were lost in the vastness of the shipyard.

I ran, and the wound in my stomach opened again so that blood poured down my sides with every step.

I ran, and the beast inside of me screamed for me to go faster. To be stronger. To not stop until we had reached our destination.

I ran, and then I came to our ship. It was painted a dark gray, or maybe it was a dark navy, or maybe it was a dark burgundy or red. The colors of the one hundred and sixty-meter long ship shifted as I approached, and I wondered if the paint was playing tricks on my eyes, or if my vision was seeing colors wrong because of my tiger form.

It really did look like a cross between a manta ray and a bat. The wings were sleek and had strange circle cuts on the front as if they were the back edges of curved blades. It looked elegant, fast, and deadly at the same time. There were no corporation markings or serial codes painted on the side. It was just the strange rainbow gray paint and dark black accents. The diamond-shaped clusters I noticed on the blueprints looked to be either weapon or drone launching bays, but I couldn’t tell from my position on the ground. The vessel’s stubby wings were still eighty meters off of the floor of the hangar.

I could see why Eve liked the large ship. It reminded me of her. Dark, beautiful, deadly, and mysterious.

I ran to the back and prayed the cargo bay was down. The craft was sitting on its landing gear, but I didn’t see any side lifts that could carry us up to the multiple entry doors. There were probably some shipboard systems, but those would otherwise have to be accessed from the inside.

I ran down its length and saw the rear end of the craft. It did have a bit of a stubby tail at the end. I couldn’t tell why they incorporated such a thing into the design because it seemed more cosmetic than useful. It was a strange starship. The design wasn’t like anything I had ever seen in Earth’s system, and I wondered how Elaka Nota came up with the specs.

“The cargo hatch is open,” I growled to the woman as soon as I saw the lip on the rear.

“That’s good,” Z muttered sleepily from over my shoulder.

“Stay awake!” I growled at her as I sprinted past the tail of the manta ray shaped starship.

“I’m trying. I’m just drained. Aren’t you tired? Eve is asleep…”

“No. You need to fly us out of here.” The cargo door of the ship was forty meters wide, and the slope rose for thirty meters to the floor of the ship’s hold.

I reached the top of the ramp and let out a satisfied purr. There was a manual override button for the giant door, and I pressed it with my palm.

A loud beeping sound echoed through the chamber, and a hiss of hydraulics sounded. Then the ramp began to slide back into the ship while the sides closed.

The doorway looked a bit strange. Most ships I had seen used one large piece of metal for each hatch part. These doors were made of layered metal diamonds. It kind of closed like a set of teeth or the shutter of an old camera’s aperture. It was elegant and looked impressive, but it must have cost them a lot of money to design. What was this ship’s intended use?

“We are in!” I shouted as soon as the doors closed. I almost couldn’t believe we had made it this far.

We still had a long way to go.

“Don’t sleep!” I smacked my hand on Z’s ass, and the hacker let out a surprised yelp.

“Hey! I’m awake!”

“Good. Where is the bridge?” I asked.

“Third floor. Run down the hallway opposite the door. Can you put me down?” she asked with a huff.

“Can you walk?”

“Yeah,” she said. Her voice didn’t sound sleepy anymore, so I leaned forward and helped her climb down from my shoulder.

“Course, I don’t see you smacking Eve on the ass,” the hacker said as she rubbed her butt.

“She needs to rest. You have a concussion. If you close your eyes, you migggggght not open them again,” I growled.

“Are you trying to tell me that spanking me is good for me?” she raised a blonde eyebrow and smirked.

“The bridge, Z. We need to get the fuck out of here.” I pointed in the direction she just told me to go.

“Yeah, but you aren’t off the hook. We’ll talk about this later.” She pointed at me, and her blue eyes seemed to lose their focus for a half second. She was still bleeding from the injury on her head.

We ran through the cargo hold of the ship. The space was large, empty, and clean. There was a small hill of steel boxes in one of the far corners, and I guessed they contained spare parts for the ship. I didn’t see any of the shuttle craft, or fighters, or drones, and I hoped they were already loaded into their launch bays. Most of the ships I had been on used the cargo hold as both storage and a launch bay, but those were clandestine missions, most of the advanced military craft had specialized areas for launching external aircraft.

“The elevator should be right up here,” Z said. The hacker was alternating between running and shuffling with her hand against one of the walls so she didn’t fall over.

“Are you going to be okay to fly this?” I asked when we reached the double doors of the gray elevator.

“No.”

“No?”

“No.” She laughed. “I’m good with computers. I can probably get her off the ground and out of the planet’s atmosphere, but that is because it will have auto sequences. We need to get a real pilot. Flying something this big requires training. Aren’t you like some sort of military guy? Don’t you know that shit?” The elevator dinged, and we both stepped inside.

“I’ve flown shuttle and small craft before,” I said.

“Yeah. So?” She leaned against the wall and took a deep breath.

“It is the same thing,” I explained as the doors closed behind us. The metal, fabric, and paint all smelled brand new.

“Cool. Then you can fly this out. I’m not feeling so good.” Z closed her eyes and brought her fingers to the cut on her scalp.

“Don’t close your eyes,” I warned her, and my anger started to heat. Did I need to be in this tiger form anymore? Probably not, but as soon as I changed back into a human I’d have to sleep sooner rather than later. Eve was unconscious, and Z was about to pass out. Someone needed to stay awake until we were safe.

“What were we talking about?” The blonde woman looked around the elevator car with a bit of confusion.

“You said you aren’t going to be able to fly this ship.”

“Yeah. We need a pilot. Do you have training? I’m not talking about small stuff. This girl is a hundred and sixty meters of cutting edge super corp military technology. The specs said she can comfortably fit a hundred and twenty people on board. Do you have the skill to twist it through a dogfight?”

“No,” I admitted. I understood that pilots had to go through advanced training, but a good chunk of that was just learning what commands to give the onboard computer so it could just execute the flight movements. All Z had to do was get the ship off Trappist - 1e and initiate the hyperdrives. She was the closest thing we had to an actual pilot, and I felt as if the hacker was underestimating her abilities.

“Me either. Ha. Fuck, I’m tired.” She sighed heavily and leaned against the wall. “Yesterday I was figuring out how to spend all the money you were going to pay me. I was going to buy a cat. Ha. I really like them. I found this one with tiger stripes. I’ve always had a thing for the old Earth cats. Now I’m about to steal one of Elaka Nota’s hyperdrive ships with a man who is a giant walking tiger. This is the weirdest sex dream I’ve ever had.”

The elevator dinged and saved me from a response. Z stepped off of the wall, and I caught her before she could collapse. Her head rolled down to her chest, and she sighed. I was about to pick her up again, but the hacker shook her head and then walked out of the elevator. There were two doors ahead of us, but Z turned around the corner of the elevator tube, and I found myself staring at the screen display from the ship’s sensors.

The bridge of the strange ship was smaller than I actually expected. It was twenty-five meters long and six meters wide. Lining the edges of the room were ten workstations, each with a comfortable looking black leather chair sitting in front of a bay of a dozen screens. In the center of the long room was a raised map dais. The holographic image was currently on, and I could see it slowly circle around a slightly zoomed out view of Trappist -1e. There were hot red, yellow, orange, and green spots on the map of the planet's surface area, and I guessed that these were identified military locations.

On the far side of the bridge, sitting beneath the display screens, were a cluster of eight padded leather chairs. Three of the chairs were sunk into a cockpit style of controls, and I had been on enough ships to know that they were for the pilot, copilot, and navigator. The other five chairs each had smaller terminals arranged into the armrests. These were the seats for the captain and other officers of the ship.

“Ugh. Help me wipe my face off. I don’t want to bleed on this chair. That looks like real leather,” Z said as she tried to wipe her cheek.

“It is. I can smell it.” I set Eve down on one of the other chairs and then rubbed the back of my paw over Z’s face and neck.

“That tickles,” she giggled.

I sighed and then helped the blonde girl get into the pilot’s chair. She was obviously in no condition to fly this thing, but I would do an even shittier job, and Eve wasn’t doing much of anything at the moment.

“I’m opening the bay doors,” she said after she tapped on one of the input devices attached to her chair. “Ha! My code still works. I was kind of worried someone else would have come in while we were running and changed it.

The entire front of the bridge was made of screens, and I saw the roof of the hangar above us begin to part as if someone was pulling open a citrus fruit.

“Ugh. I need to figure out how to turn on this engine. Hmmmm.” Z plugged her skull cord into the dashboard of the cockpit and then wrapped her arms around her chest.

“This is… weird,” she said after a few moments.

“What?” I growled at her. I was starting to get angry. Why hadn’t she figured this out yet? I heard Eve begin to stir next to me and a bit of my anger fled.

“It’s designed weird. Software wise. It’s almost like--”

“Part of the code was written organically.” Eve finished for her.

“Yeah. How did you know?” Z asked the vampire.

“What does ‘written organically’ mean? Can you just get us out of here?” I asked with a grunt of hungry rage.

“I’ll try to help,” Eve reached for my hand, and I helped her rise from her chair. Then the dark beauty descended the steps and sat in the copilot’s seat.

“It means that it looks like the software wrote parts of its own code,” Z explained. Her eyes were closed, but I could see the eyelids twitch as if she was reading something. “Looks really clean.”

“Like an AI?” I asked.

“Maybe,” the hacker said. “I think I found the sequence. I also found some documentation that will probably take two months to read. This beauty is supposed to have a trained crew on board. We’ll be lucky if we can get out of this system without face planting into an asteroid.” Z hit a few buttons on her dashboard and then reached for the elaborate set of controls docked in front of her.

“Engines are on! Wooooo!” the blonde woman shouted with one of her fists in the air. “Screw the countdown. Bays are open. Here we go. Hold on to your assholes.”

Text began to scroll across the visual screen that showed the view out of the ship. The writing was mostly in English, but there were plenty of 1s and 0s mixed in with some of the phrases. It looked like techno jargon, and I was thankful again for Z’s help. There was no way Eve and I could have done this by ourselves.

We would have hired a pilot, but yes, she is a blessing.

Eve’s words came into my mind, and I saw the beautiful woman turn around in her chair to smile at me. The gesture helped with the rage in my stomach. We had made it this far, we were almost free. We just needed to get off the planet.

Then they wouldn’t be able to catch us.

The ship lurched forward across the bay. It was a jerking motion, and I was thrown out of my chair.

“Fuck! Nooooo!” Z cried.

“What’s wrong?” I growled as I picked myself off of the floor behind her chair.

“There is a lock on the landing gear. I’m going to try to rip it off of the hanger.”

“Didn’t you fix that in the control tower? Don’t the bay codes fix that?” I asked.

“Yes and yes. This is just a manual lock for safety. Look.” She pressed a few buttons on her controls, and the camera view changed on the forward display so that we now saw the undercarriage of the craft. Our ship had eight pairs of multi-jointed landing gear so it could cling, or roll, off of virtually any surface. Two of those legs were encased with what looked like a three-meter tall metal wrap.

“I can’t unlock them from down here. I think I’ll rip off the landing gear legs if I try to push forward,” Z explained.

“I’ll go unlock them,” I said. My shotgun was hung over one of the chairs, but the rifle that Eve had carried was on the floor, and I picked it up.

“Uhhh. Do you see the far right view camera? Twenty bad guys are running in this direction. You won’t make it.” The blonde woman pointed at the screen with a frantic gesture.

“I know,” I grunted as I stepped around the captain’s chair.

“Stop him!” I heard Z yell to Eve.

“I can’t. He would die for us. His honor demands it.”

The door to the elevator was already open, and I hit the button to go down to the cargo bay. I was sure there was another method to get out of the ship, but I didn’t have time to figure it out.

“That sounds like a bunch of--” Z’s voice was cut off when the elevator doors closed, and I didn’t get to hear the rest of her words.

I took a deep breath and tasted the scent of the new spacecraft. I was tired. My body ached everywhere. My brain felt scrambled by the screams of the creature who lived inside of me. My stomach wound was still a hot poker of agony, and my left arm still couldn’t work very well.

Thinking this was going to be my last few minutes of life made the beast inside of me screech. It didn’t want to die and I almost collapsed with the conflicting fight-or-flight desires. It wanted to flee as much as it wanted me to rush out the door and murder all the gunmen running toward the ship.

Or maybe it was just my human brain telling the monster that the women I swore to protect wouldn’t be able to live unless I freed the legs of the starship. I kept relying on the animal they had put inside of me, but maybe it was the part of me that was human and wanted to save the people I cared about. My humanity was really what kept me going. The tiger was just a mindless killing machine, but my soul was the sight I used to aim the weapon.

Maybe that was why I managed to live so long after all the other test subjects had either gone insane or died in battle.

The elevator door parted, and I sprinted out to the hallway. The cargo hatch was already opening, and I guessed Z had commanded it so I wouldn’t have to spend precious seconds hitting the button. The ramp wasn’t all the way down yet, but I didn’t care. I jumped from its edge, dropped the five meters, rolled on the ground, came up with my rifle ready, and fixed my sights on the lead figure in the pack of gunmen.

The group was still a hundred and fifty meters away, but they were running toward my position while I ran to their side. I almost didn’t expect to hit the man with our distance and movement variables, but my burst of bullets did connect, and he tumbled back as if I’d punched him in the chest with a sledgehammer. I guessed his armor soaked up most of the damage, but my accuracy did cause the rest of the group to either scatter, drop to the ground, or begin to return fire. It was the outcome I wanted since any of the three bought me a few more seconds to get the locks off.

The bullets flew past me like angry wasps, and I forced my powerful tiger legs to run faster. The first lock was only thirty meters away, but the storm of bullets made the distance feel like thirty kilometers.

A shot hit my armored back, but it did little more than push me forward. I gasped with surprise when I didn’t register any damage, and then I slid the last final meters to the landing gear.

Bullets bounced off of the thick lock, and I moved around it so I would have some cover. The brace around the landing gear was attached to the ground with a set of thick metal hooks, and a circular lock mechanism driven by side hydraulics. I studied the contraption for a handful of seconds, got pissed off because I couldn’t figure it out, leaned out from behind the cover of the leg to shoot at the men, and then leaned back behind cover to study it again.

I grabbed part of a cylinder piece that looked like it had a handle embedded in it. Sure enough, the grip popped out from the structure. I rotated the mechanism a full turn counterclockwise and the hydraulics began to hiss. Then the thick hunk of metal popped off the landing gear and came to rest on the floor.

One more.

I switched the grip of my rifle so I could pull the trigger with my left hand, and then I leaned out from the other side of the leg to shoot at the men. My left arm was still weak from the injury, so most of my shots missed. A few did hit, and the gunmen screamed something in the language I couldn’t understand.

I darted out from behind the landing gear and ran toward the last lock. My burst of gunfire gave me three or four seconds of reprieve, but the men were soon shooting at me again. Instead of trying to push my legs to get there as quickly as possible in a straight line, I started to zig zag. First, I ran forward ten meters at full speed, and then I cut to my left and ran that way for a few seconds. I faked as if I was going to run toward the next leg, but then I circled back so that I was heading the wrong direction. The tactic made my beast scream at me, but the gunmen couldn’t figure out which direction I was heading, and all of their shots were going wide.

Then I saw a spider drone, and I knew that my life was about to end.

It dropped from the side of our ship like a real spider would have moved, and it hit the concrete with a thunderous boom. The thing had landed between the gunmen and my position, with the tank’s minigun pointed in my direction.

There was no cover for me to hide behind except for the distant leg of the starcraft.

I ran as hard as I could toward that last leg.

The beast screeched for me to go faster and it poured its power into my limbs. The edges of my vision turned bright red with strange power. My heart pushed gallons of adrenaline through my system. The planet stopped spinning, and time became nothing but a frozen lake. It had captured me within its terrible grasp and I would never escape.

The drone’s minigun began to spin.

My furry hand closed around the lever of the lock.

The bullets left the minigun. Their sound cut through the air like a thousand angry chainsaws.

I twisted as hard as I could on the handle, but I couldn’t hear the hydraulic hiss over the spider’s gun.

Goodbye Eve. Thanks for saving me.

Goodbye Z. It was good knowing you.

I had been through hundreds of near death experiences. My brain had stopped playing the visual summary of my life. All I wanted now was the sudden fiery death that the spray of bullets would bring me.

But that death didn’t come.

I opened my eyes when I heard the screams of the gunmen. The spider was shooting them instead of me, and the men were being ripped apart as if they were made of red colored glass. The guns stopped whirling after the last armored man turned into a puddle. Then the top part of the tank turned around to point its gun at me.

Z is controlling the drone. Come back inside of the ship so that we may leave.

I gasped with relief and nodded at the robot. The thing turned to its side, and I followed it toward the rear of the manta ray spacecraft. The gates closed as soon as we entered, and I made my way back to the elevator.

“Get in your chair! We have to go!” Z shouted as soon as I stepped onto the bridge.

“Confirmed.” I threw my ass in the leather seat. This time I remembered to buckle the harness around my chest. “Thanks for the save,” I said to the blonde woman.

“Ha. I kind of like you. Would have been a shame to leave you behind. Here we go; stealing a priceless experimental starship from one of the most powerful corporations in the Trappist solar system: Take two.” The girl laughed and hit a button on her dash.

Then we took to the sky and stars.
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Eye of the Tiger - Chapter 17

“We are free,” Eve gasped as soon as we pulled into orbit around Trappist - 1e. “The stars look so beautiful.”

“Yeah. I can’t believe we pulled this off. Damn.” Z let out a low whistle, and the two women stared at the display of stars on the view screens.

I’d been in space more times than I could count, but this view did feel different. It wasn’t the alien arrangement of the stars; it was the feeling of freedom. Every other space journey I had made was either as a slave to the scientists that experimented on me, or as a Jupiter Marine. One might have argued I wasn’t actually a prisoner with the Marines, but my service left little decision about where I would be stationed, or what assignment I would be given. I had been good at my job, so my assignments had been many, and each of them had been dangerous.

“Well, Captain, where are we going?” Z asked me.

“Ha. I’m not the captain.” I nodded at the beautiful vampire women. “Ask Eve.”

“This is a military vessel. Our missions will involve military strategy and combat. You are most fit to lead us,” the vampire woman said as she fixed her red eyes on me.

“You say that Eve, but this was your idea. I didn’t know anything about this ship, or how to captain it. I am just a grunt.”

“You are not just a grunt. You are a marine, and you have survived years of torture when those mad men changed your body. Most went insane from their transformation, but you became stronger. Your will is unbreakable, and your code of honor is even stronger. You need to be making the split second decisions when all our lives are on the line. I am fine to give you counsel and help plan our next mission.”

“Wait, who are these men that changed you? You weren’t born--” Z began to ask, but I interrupted her.

“It’s a tale for another time.” I sighed and then felt a flare of anger slam into my body. It had been too long since I killed, and the animal inside of me hungered for violence. I needed to change out of this form quickly, even if it meant that I had to pass out for a few hours.

“Eve, where should we go next?” I asked.

“We need to leave this system. Elaka Nota will launch pursuit ships in less than a day.”

“Not gonna happen,” Z said with a sigh.

“They won’t launch the ships?” I asked her.

“No, we can’t leave the system.”

“Ahhh,” Eve also sighed, and she leaned into her copilot’s chair.

“What am I missing, why can’t we leave?”

“I haven’t looked to get a visual, but--”

Alarms rang out across the bridge, and the three of us turned to the control deck at the front of the room. The bottom corner of the screen blurred and a trio of ships was displayed there. Each of them was instantly highlighted in a red outline, and a flurry of matching crimson text scrolled down the screen.

Harrier Class Battle Sentry. HCS-78990-413-345.

Manufactured by: Elaka Nota Corporation: Trappist - 1e

Branding: Elaka Nota Corporation 3rd Fleet 1st Array

Hyperdrive: EN - 5789TALLEY- 40 hours to 1 light year.

Warpdrive: No

Foldingdrive: No

Length: 240 meters

Minimum Crew: 50

Estimated fighter craft: 8

Estimated drone payload: 24

Heavy plasma cannons: 4

Light plasma guns: 8

Laser arrays: 8

Beagle Class Battle Sentry. BCS-89876-956-308.

Manufactured by: Elaka Nota Corporation: Trappist - 1e

Branding: Elaka Nota Corporation 3rd Fleet 1st Array

Hyperdrive: EN - 5200TALLEY- 45 hours to 1 light year.

Warpdrive: No

Foldingdrive: No

Length: 80 meters

Estimated Crew: 20

Estimated fighter craft: 2

Estimated drone payload: 8

Heavy plasma cannons: 2

Light plasma guns: 4

Laser arrays: 4

Beagle Class Battle Sentry. BCS-89876-956-314.

Manufactured by: Elaka Nota Corporation: Trappist - 1e

Branding: Elaka Nota Corporation 3rd Fleet 1st Array

Hyperdrive: EN - 5200TALLEY- 45 hours to 1 light year.

Warpdrive: No

Foldingdrive: No

Length: 80 meters

Estimated Crew: 20

Estimated fighter craft: 2

Estimated drone payload: 8

Heavy plasma cannons: 2

Light plasma guns: 4

Laser arrays: 4

“I don’t know what any of that means, but I’m gonna guess we are about to die. Again.” Z moaned.

“These are short distance battleships. They are meant for solar system or planet defense,” I said. “The two on the right of the screen are escorts for the larger one.”

“Can we outrun them?” Eve asked. “The screen says they are five thousand, five hundred kilometers away.”

“Maybe. If they fire up their hyperdrive, they can get to us in a minute, but then we can use our drive to get away. Z, do you know how to use the drive?” I asked the hacker.

“No.” She shook her head.

“You’ve got forty-five seconds to figure it out.”

“I was afraid you were going to say that.” The hacker grunted and then turned away from me so she could dance her fingers across the various controls.

The alarm on the bridge continued to howl, but Eve was also messing with the controls, and the annoying sound cut off as soon as I saw her press the screen on one of her monitors.

“I believe they are trying to open communications with us,” Eve said to me as she pointed at her screen.

“Can you do it so they can’t see our faces? I just want the audio,” I said.

“I will try to do so,” the vampire said before she began to press her fingers against her screen. The contrast between the two women’s movements was apparent. Z’s hands, fingers, and arms waved around the screen, keyboards, and controls as if she was trying to tame an out-of-control orchestra. Eve made careful, methodical movements after she studied the terminal screen for a few seconds.

“It is simple. Audio on in three, two…” Eve said as she counted down with her fingers above her head.

“This is Captain Mariah bin Kulthum of the Elaka Nota Corporate vessel HCS Three Four Five. You are committing an act of galactic theft. Cut your engines and weapons systems immediately.” The woman’s voice was gravelly, and she had the thick accent of most natives on Trappist - 1e.

The two women turned around in their seats to glance at me, and I gestured for Z to continue working at her station.

“HAD Three Five. I see that you have opened up the communication channel. I know you hear me. Surrender immediately. You have stolen Elaka Nota Corporation property. Cut your engines and weapon systems immediately.”

“Mute our line, but I still want to hear her,” I whispered to Eve, and the vampire nodded as she carefully pressed a button on her screen.

“I have no idea what I’m doing. Shit, I’m sorry,” Z moaned.

“Keep looking. You figured out how to turn on the engine to get us into orbit, you can engage a hyperdrive,” I said.

“Yeah, but that was just the main thrusters. This thing has that plus a hyperdrive, a warpdrive, and a foldingdrive. I thought a warpdrive was the same thing as a hyperdrive, so I’m obviously not the right person to be looking at any of this.”

“You are doing fine, and you are the most capable person here.” The beast was angry at the hacker’s complaints, but I forced his rage down into the pit of my subconscious. “Hyperdrives are slower and are measured in terms of how many hours it takes to go a lightyear. Warpdrives are measured in how many light years a vessel can travel per hour. Foldingdrives--”

“I thought were just experimental. The specs I got from the control tower didn’t say anything about one, but I see a control interface for it.”

“Can we use the folding--” Eve began to ask, but Z interrupted her.

“I don’t know how to do any of this stuff! I’m like a fucking monkey trying to drive a car in reverse while adjusting the radio,” the hacker shouted.

“This is my last request. If you do not cut your engines and disarm, we will attack and destroy you.” Captain Mariah bin Kulthum’s voice was angry, but I also sensed the undercurrents of fear there. I guessed she didn’t want to attack this ship. I doubted it was because she thought we could retaliate. It was probably more that her orders were to only destroy the vessel if she absolutely had to.

She would try to capture us first. This strange ship was no doubt worth too much to them.

“I’m going to find the gun controls so I can buy you some more time.” I unbuckled the harness on my chair and turned toward one of the many other stations on the bridge. One of these chairs would have access to the weapon controls.

“I will help,” Eve said as she climbed out of the copilot’s seat.

We moved to the other stations. It was hard for me to fit my large frame into the space, but I managed to squeeze into the first “gunnery” station and put my hands on the controls there.

Z’s comment about the monkey driving a car couldn’t have been truer.

There were dozens of monitors, three different control sticks, small map displays, and terminals that seemed to scroll an endless vomit of text. Most of the displays still had the plastic wrap on them, and I pulled a large sheet off before I could actually lay my tiger hands upon what looked like the master control switches. My changed hands were much too large to fit over the controls comfortably, and the rage came to my throat with a thunderous growl.

I’d been on plenty of ships, and seen pilots work. I’d also manned guns and assisted with drone controls on occasion. I picked this one because it seemed to have appropriate controls, but I couldn’t make sense of how to turn on the weapons or set the targeting display. Most of the ones I had used were either already set up, or the old fashioned “point at the bad guy and pull the joystick trigger” style.

“I found the engine user interface! Wooooo! Now I have to figure out how to tell one of them to go. Do you have a destination?” Z shouted across the bridge.

“Anywhere but here,” I growled.

“That doesn’t help. Space is a big fucking place, also we can’t go very far because--”

The alarms howled again, and a red light flashed from the ceiling of the bridge. The three cruisers on our display stretched as if they were made out of rubber, and they blinked from view. The bridge screens adjusted a second later to put the ships in the center of the view screen. Their images were a bit sharper now, and the distance measurement on the side read that they were now four kilometers away.

Fighter craft began to launch from the bays of each ship like angry space bees.

“Z!” I yelled at the hacker.

“I see them. Where the fuck are we going?”

“Far away!” I shouted back.

“We can’t!”

“Why?”

“Because we don’t have any fucking food! There is just water on board and only a few hundred gallons. That’s what I’ve been trying to tell you. If I fuck this up, we might be months away from another planet or station. You both say you aren’t going to eat me, but I’m going to look pretty delicious after a few weeks of starva--”

“Go to the closest inhabited solar system,” I ordered.

The fighter craft spun toward us like angry darts.

“Which is?” she asked.

“You don’t know?”

“Don’t you know?” she shouted back. “You are the damn captain!”

“Gliese Eight Seven Six,” Eve said, and her words cut through Z and my shouting match like a knife.

“Thank you! I’m going to engage the warpdrive. Partially because it sounds cool, and partially because I’m scared shitless of using the fold--”

“Just hurry the fuck up!” I shouted as the fighters shot out their first blasts of greenish-yellow plasma fire.

“Oh. My. Sweet. Baby. Jesus. Here we go!” I saw Z raise her arms up over her head and brought a single finger down to press a button on her display.

Nothing happened.

“Uhhh. I didn’t expect that--” she started to say, but then our ship rocked as the initial wave of plasma blasts slammed into the hull.

Except it didn’t hit our hull. One of the displays in front of me showed a semi-transparent, twisting, strange cloud of smoke had emerged around the vessel.

“What is that?” I asked Z.

“I don’t know. Some kind of shield or something? What kind of ship did we steal? I’m not an expert, but I didn’t think starships had shields that could stop plasma.”

“They don’t,” I confirmed. I’d never heard of such a thing, and the Jupiter Navy had the latest in technology.

But then again, technology could evolve rapidly, and in many ways when each solar system was an island which could only be reached by starship.

“I have figured out how to access our side cannons,” Eve said the words as if she had found what she wanted for dinner next week, instead of just figuring out how to prolong our lives for a few extra moments. “Access them with the orange array of buttons on the top right of your terminal and then grab the rightmost control stick.”

“Confirmed,” I said as I followed her instructions. My screens all flickered as soon as I hit the buttons, and I saw a series of six gun ports that I could control. It looked as if I could actually man any of the cannons on the ship by toggling through the selector, but my sights first appeared on the flank of the ship where the other craft were attacking.

“I’m going to figure out why this thing isn’t work--” Z was interrupted by our ship rocking a bit. The motion was much less than the initial attack, but my anger still made my hackles rise. I almost ripped the control stick out of its mount when I whipped the guns around toward the enemy fighters.

Eve was already shooting, and I saw her cannons spray red streaks of laser punctured with slower moving balls of tumbling plasma. My shots were of similar color, but the enemy craft was taking evasive action.

They weren’t evasive enough.

It took me three shots to get a feel for the lag time of the lasers. They traveled much faster than the plasma balls, but it was taking them about a second to make it between the space between our ship and the twisting craft. My fourth shot lanced through the wing of one of the craft, and the metal turned dark red a fraction of a second before it imploded.

“The lasers make the plasma globes explode to roughly twenty times their original size,” Eve said.

I looked over at her screen and saw what she meant. The plasma balls moved achingly slow, but the woman shot one that was near a group of enemy fighters. The globe instantly exploded like a mini sun, and the craft around the detonation were vaporized.

“Confirmed,” I said as I turned to my own guns and began to launch more of the globes along with my lasers.

I hit another fighter with my laser and then got a hit off on the plasma ball to fry another one of the fighters. These were manned craft, and I saw boarding mechanisms on the undercarriage of a few of them. The sight further convinced me that they still wanted to capture our vessel, or they would have just launched offensive drones first.

Then I saw the sentry cruisers launch their offensive drones.

“Z!” I shouted over my shoulder.

“I see them! There has to be sixty. Why won’t this piece of shit drive work? Do I need to suck its--”

“Use the foldingdrive!” Eve actually yelled, and I turned to look at her.

“Nope. Nope. Nope. Nope. Sorry!” Z said as our ship rocked again.

“Z!” I shouted at her again.

“Fuck! Fine. Damn! I plugged in the coordinates. Get ready!”

“Just do it!” I screamed, and my voice sounded more like a tiger’s roar than a person.

“Three! Two! Oh, this is going to suckkkkkkkkk!” The blonde hacker’s voice seemed to echo off of the walls of the bridge like a dance club screech.

Her voice cut off suddenly.

Everything turned to black.

As if someone had turned off a switch on my vision, hearing, touch, and smell.

As if someone had turned off a switch on my life.
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Eye of the Tiger - Chapter 18

I ran through a warehouse. It was a large space. High ceiling with lights that seemed like stars in the night sky. There was smoke or fog on the ground. The space felt empty, but it wasn’t. There were endless rows of cages on each side of me.

Inside of the cages were massive tigers.

These weren’t Earth Tigers. They were five, maybe six times the size. Hell, each of the monsters’ paws was probably the size of an average tiger. I was but an ant in their presence, but the creatures all studied me with their huge elliptical eyes. They made no sound as they watched me, and while they didn’t seem aggressive, I was glad for the bars on the cage.

Then I heard a growl behind me.

One of the cats had escaped.

Its fur was black. Its stripes were a bright white, and its eyes glowed red. The monster took a step toward me and opened its maw to growl. The beast didn’t have teeth, just a pair of long fangs and a longer serpent tongue.

I got the idea and turned to run.

The other tigers started screeching when it sprinted past them. Their cries of hunger almost split my skull open. I brought my hands up to my head to try and cover my ears, but their screams made me dizzy. I fell into the fog that hugged the floor. Then I tried to crawl, but the black fanged monster was on me.

Its long tongue wrapped around my legs like a tentacle. My fingers slid against the smooth concrete floor as the tongue pulled on me. I thought about bending myself in half so I could punch it, but then I was hanging upside down in the air.

I looked up and saw the fanged mouth open wide to swallow me.

“Adam!” the creatures screamed, and it felt like my ears were starting to bleed.

“Adam!”

I yelled and tried to pull out of the wrap of the tongue, but it wasn’t the tongue around my legs, it was a grouping of sheets.

I was laying on a bed drenched in sweat and hyperventilating so much that I thought I was going to faint. I was no longer in my half-tiger form, and I couldn’t actually remember if I had been human or animal in my dream.

“Shhh. I am here. Are you okay?” Eve asked from the side of my bed. There were no lights on in the room, and the woman was sitting in darkness.

“Yes. Where am I?” I asked. There was a tube connected to my wrist, and I looked up to the head of my bed to see a stand with eight empty saline drip bags. Eve or Z must have realized that I needed a lot of liquid to replace the blood I had lost.

“In your quarters. We are on our new ship in the Gliese Eight Seven Six system. Can I turn on the light? I didn’t want to earlier for fear it would wake you.”

“Confirmed. How long have I been sleeping?” I asked. I was naked under my twisted sheets, and somehow not covered in any dried blood. I did smell of fear, though, and I truly wanted to take a shower.

“Fourteen Earth hours,” she said as she turned on a sleek looking lamp on the nightstand next to my bed. The beautiful woman was wearing the same clothes she had during our escape from Trappist - 1e. “How do you feel?”

“Like I need to sleep another fourteen or twenty-eight.” I laughed and then ran a hand through my hair. “Are we safe then?”

“For now. I picked this system because one of the surface thoughts I remember reading many years ago. The B planet in this solar system has eight moons that have been terraformed. He had visited one of them during a port stay. This system is close to Earth, and far out of Elaka Nota Corporation’s territory. There are other threats here, of course, but they won’t be looking for this ship, you, Z, or me.”

“That is good news. Did you undress me?” I asked as I swung my feet to the edge of the bed. The I.V. tube moved with my arm, and I went about yanking the needle out of my vein.

“Z and I did,” she answered plainly. “We gave you a sponge bath while you were sleeping.”

“You both did?”

“Yes. I needed to make sure you didn’t have a bullet or piece of shrapnel stuck inside of you. It was easier with the two of us. Even when you aren’t in your changed form, you are still a large muscular man. I’m not quite able to move you by myself. Ahhh, you are a bit embarrassed.” Eve laughed. “It is okay. You are not nearly as embarrassed as Z. She tried to leave four times. I finally let her go.”

“Uhhh. Thanks. I think I would have preferred to be awake for that.” I laughed, and the beautiful woman joined me.

“Will you dress and join us on the bridge? We need to discuss our next move.”

“Confirmed. I’ll take a quick shower, then be there.”

“Good.” The woman smiled at me, and we both stood.

Our eyes met, and we stared at each other for a few moments. I might have been too bold to stand up naked, but the woman had seen me in the nude three times now, and I had seen her. She could read my mind and speak to me from inside of my head. She was beautiful, powerful, and dangerous.

I wanted her.

She leaned her head up slightly and wrapped her arms around my neck. My fingers found her narrow waist, and I pulled her to me. Eve’s red eyes closed and her mouth parted half a second before our lips met. It was a bit weird sliding my tongue past her fangs, but I didn’t mind. Her full lips were made of the softest silk, and the heat from her mouth seemed to fill my body until I thought I would never know cold again.

We both moaned at the same time, and our arms tightened around each other. The kiss was like no other I had ever felt, but Eve was like no other woman I had ever met. It was a soft joining between us, but I could feel her passion in the way her tongue explored my mouth.

“Ahhhh,” she sighed when our lips finally parted. Her cheeks looked a bit red, and my manhood was standing at full attention.

“Take a shower with me?” I asked. My arms were still around her narrow waist, and the palms of my hands rested on the curve of her pert butt. I noticed that her hair was trimmed, and it only fell to her mid back now instead of past her ass.

“Hmmm. If I do, I feel as if Z will be waiting another hour or two before we join her.”

“She can wait,” I said with a smirk.

“Work first, then play later, Captain. We have a mission waiting for us.” Her fingers stroked my cheek, and I guessed I might change her mind with a few well-spoken sentences.

But I’d always been a good soldier, and now I had a duty to my crew and this ship.

“Ahhh, confirmed,” I grunted. “Eve, I still don’t know anything about you. Why were you in that tank? Why did they experiment on you? How can you do the things that you do? You’ve seen into my soul. I want to see into yours.” I hadn’t meant them to be, but they felt like the most honest words I had ever spoken to a woman.

“We will have plenty of time. I want to tell you everything, but take that shower so we can get on with our mission. Once our ship is ready to dive into the deepest nooks of space, you and I will have plenty of time for conversations and activities that don’t involve conversation.”

“Ha. That’s the best motivational speech I’ve ever received. I’ll be on the bridge in ten.” I withdrew my hands from her waist.

“See you there.” She smiled at me, and I struggled to remember the dream I had just experienced.

My bathroom was larger than I expected. There was well sized bathtub, a shower with three heads, toilet, bidet, double sink, and a small cedar planked sauna. The walls had part of the ship’s visual feed displayed, and I saw the green, red, and gray swirl of the gas giant planet take up most of the view. It was more decadent than any accommodations I could have imagined, and I realized that the two women had probably dragged me to the captain’s quarters.

The warm shower was luxurious, but I didn’t take more than a few minutes to enjoy it. Then I changed into one of my spare pairs of jeans, put on a black shirt, and left my room. My suite was on the same floor as the bridge, and I walked past the elevator to reach the heart of the ship.

Eve and Z were standing in the center of the bridge. Both women were studying the holographic map projection of the gas giant and its eight moons. Eve smiled at me when I approached, but Z turned all different shades of red and pretended to be distracted by the control panel of the map system.

“What’s the plan?” I asked.

“Z?” Eve prompted the blonde hacker.

“Ahem,” Z cleared her throat with her fist at her mouth but still didn’t look at me. “Welcome back. Ahhh, C-C-Captain.” The young woman stuttered a bit and she cleared her throat again.

“Thanks. Good to be back. How is your head?” I pointed at the bandage.

“I’ll be fine. Eve stitched me up. Thanks.”

“Thank you. We would be dead right now if not for your computer skills and tenacity,” I said, and the young woman’s bare arms, neck, and hands seemed to blush.

“So. Ummm. Here is the deal. We have no food and only enough water to last a few weeks. I’m going to need some time to figure out why the warpdrive isn’t working. I’m going to have to read that crazy stupid large manual, or we are going to have to hire someone to come inspect the ship.”

“Can we just use the hyperdrive or the foldingdrive?” I asked.

“Sure, but here is the thing about the foldingdrive: Do you remember the time after we took it?” She finally looked at me, and her cheeks somehow turned even redder.

“No,” I answered.

“Me either.”

“I do not remember it either,” the vampire said with a shrug.

“Yep. We all passed out. Like for eight hours. I checked the time when Eve and I woke up. You’ve been asleep for another fourteen. I don’t think we should be using the foldingdrive until we’ve got a crew and-or know how to use some of the defensive stuff on this ship.”

“Which will be more time,” I said with a sigh.

“Yep. So we need supplies. Good news is that I’ve started reading a bit of the engine documentation. These engines are powered by a combination of solar radiation and alternating waste properties.”

“What does that mean?” I asked.

“We don’t need fuel, as long as we get plenty of sunlight, and we can figure out why the warpdrive didn’t work. Could just be that I need to go into the engine room and take the plastic off of the damn thing.” Z gestured around the bridge. Most of the surfaces were still covered with plastic wrapping.

“Let’s head to one of these moons and get some supplies,” I said. “Have you checked out the shuttle?”

“Yeah, and Eve has an idea of which planet we should visit first.”

“It is a trading outpost. The moon’s soil is rich in minerals. They will have plenty of food and water to purchase,” the raven-haired woman said.

“But that is our next problem.” Z pointed at the side of the long map table. Laid out on the flat surface was all of our cash, guns, bullets, armor, and payment cards we had stolen. “We have some cash from Trappist - 1e, but that is about as useless as the second wheel on a unicycle. We might be able to find a money exchange, but I’m guessing we’ll be needing to trade some of our weapons.” The girl shrugged.

“Or, we could find work,” Eve said.

“Yeah. There is that. I’m used to computers in the Trappist system, but computers are computers. I could find some gigs.”

“We can find other jobs as well,” I said. “There are always people looking for hired guns. Or for people willing to transport goods from one place to another without governments or corporations knowing.”

“Like smuggling?” Z asked with a raised eyebrow and a half smirk on her face.

“Confirmed.”

“I like it!”

“We won’t know what options we have until we reach the moon. Our main objective should always be to help those who need it. This universe is swept in darkness. There are good people out there who have become victims of corporations like Elaka Nota. Some governments are exploiting their citizens, and there are bandits, brigands, or other criminals hurting innocents. We must help wherever we can,” Eve said.

“Yeah. Right. Okay, I’m not saying I don’t want to help people, but we aren’t going to be helping anyone without food, water, and crew. We can take the shuttle. I figured out how to set the security codes. Ideally, we always leave someone on the boat when we go planetside, but I think all three of us should go. Uh, that alright Captain?” the blonde hacker asked me.

“Yeah. Let’s all go. Load up the gear, grab the cash, and let’s see what this trading post has to offer.”

“Aye,” Eve said.

“Aye. Ha!” Z chuckled.

The three of us packed up our gear and then went to the shuttle bay over the starboard wing. The craft docked there was shaped like a smaller manta ray version of the starship, but it didn’t have a tail or the diamond shaped shoulder pads.

“I can fly this,” I said as soon as we stepped into the shuttle. It was an eight seater with plenty of storage space in the rear hold. I wasn’t the best pilot, but I’d handled a few of these types of craft, and the control terminal looked a few hundred times less complicated than the one on HAD-35.

“I had the drones set one of the empty water tanks out. We can grab it before we leave.”

Five minutes later I managed to connect the bottom hooks of the shuttle with the clasps of the large water tank. It was probably going to be a bit of a pain to carry it while entering and exiting the atmosphere of the city, but the terminal of the shuttle had an array of auto piloting functions, and I guessed one of them would just do the job for me.

“She is pretty.” Z said as she looked out the front window of our shuttle. Our starship hung in the view like a black bird of prey in mid-flight. “Now that we are alive, I can admit that it was worth the risk. I’m glad we went with Eve’s choice. We are going to need a crew, money, and months of training to make her run right. Then we will need more money to pay for that crew, and then more money to keep her repaired. But dang, she is one sexy ship, and I’m happy to be on her with both of you.”

“I am glad you are with us too, Z. She is beautiful. We haven’t named her yet. Eve, do you have one?” I asked the red-eyed woman.

“Yes,” she said as she looked out at our new home. “Her name is Persephone.”

“Like the Greek goddess?” Z asked.

“Yes. Queen of the Underworld, and bringer of changing seasons. She is both of those things.”

Z and I were silent for a moment as we pondered the words Eve just spoke.

“I like it,” Z said.

“I do as well. Persephone it is. Now, let’s go see if we can get her some supplies.” I angled the nose of the shuttle toward the distant moon and pressed on the engine throttle.

The Queen of the Underworld would be waiting for our return.

End of Book 1.
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Space Witch - Chapter 1

It looked like a classic western type bar. One of those watering holes I recalled from the old movies with a pair of wooden double doors, dozens of dusty seats and sticky beer tables, a broken down jukebox in a corner, and inhabitants that looked like they had worked way too hard for way too many hours. There were about half a dozen men in the room, but only two of them looked up when Eve, Z, and I stepped into the tavern.

As soon as the men saw Eve and Z, they did a double take and elbowed their buddies. All the men sat up straighter and looked at the two women at my side with obvious hunger.

“It looks like these guys haven’t seen a beautiful woman in ten years,” Z said.

“I did notice the looks we got on the street. I have also been reading their surface thoughts. These are off-world traders, not natives. They have been in space for a while, and they are here to find a good time for little money,” Eve whispered. “There are not many women here in town. They all stay on their farmlands.”

The bar was about eight meters long, but it looked like only two chairs on the end were ever used. The two women and I approached the long counter and sat on three of the chairs. The bartender turned around to grab three glasses and then set them on the bar before us.

“What can I get you?” he asked with a wheeze.

“Water,” the three of us said at the same time.

“Huh? You not big spenders?” The man’s face was beyond weathered, and he closed one eye partially while looking at us.

“We are looking for someone. John Sampson. Do you know him?” I asked.

“Yeah, he should be here in a while. What you want with him?” the bartender asked.

“Looking to trade,” I said.

“What are you looking to trade?” The bartender looked at Eve and licked his lips.

“That’s my business.”

“I’ve got another business for you if you’re interested.” The bartender winked his eye at me before he looked at Z.

“I am not interested in that,” I said. “These women are not for sale.”

“Eh? Everything’s for sale. I can get you a splendid price. You’ll only have to part with them for a few hours. Then we’ll give them back. Think of it like a lease,” The man chuckled and smacked his lips together as he looked at Eve again.

Z carried one of the smaller pistols we took from the Elaka Nota bodyguards. In half a second it was in her hand and pointed at the skull of the bartender. “I’m not for rent, asshole. Why don’t you go crawl into your corner and leave us alone?”

The men sitting inside of the saloon shifted in their seats, and I turned to stare at them. No one had reached for a weapon, and I guessed they were more worried about accidentally getting shot than trying to defend the life of the bartender.

“Sheesh. Just trying to make you all some money.” The man ducked his head and took a step back from Z’s barrel. His face was many shades of white now, and I guessed he wasn’t used to having a gun pointed at him.

Few were.

“And he told you no,” the blonde hacker growled and then slid her gun back into her holster.

“Enough fucking around. What does Sampson look like?” I asked the bartender as I let my hand rest on the grip of my giant revolver.

His beady eyes moved to my hand and then back to my face. Unlike Z, I had the eyes of a killer.

“He’s got curly brown hair. Tied in a ponytail,” he said. “I’m gonna tell you, if you try to pull on him it might be the last thing you ever do. He’s got friends with him all the time.”

“That’s what we were told,” I replied. We had landed Persephone’s shuttle on the edge of town in a field near a few other craft and then walked to the first trading post we found. The man there had been guarded, but Eve was able to help me lead a conversation with the man. Eventually he told us that John Sampson would be able to sell us water and food supplies.

If we had money.

The problem was that Gliese 876 - C-ii used gold “shells” as currency, and the trader told us he didn’t know anywhere on the moon where we could exchange our Trappist - 1 cash.

At least the water wouldn’t be a problem. We spotted dozens of creeks, rivers, ponds, and lakes as we skimmed over the surface. We would have to test it first to make sure there were no toxic chemicals in it, but I doubted there would be any problems. We would probably need to make three or four trips to fill up Persephone’s reserves. Then we wouldn’t need to worry about water for another six months.

The three of us sat at the bar in silence. I took a sip of the water, and it didn’t taste half bad. As soon as Z saw me drink and not choke, the blonde hacker downed her glass and then gestured for the bartender to bring her another. I half expected the man to tell her to fuck off, but he just nodded, filled up her glass, and then set it back down in front of her.

This is the man we are looking for.

Eve’s voice came into my mind, and I turned to the double saloon doors a few seconds before they opened. A lanky man, dressed in jeans and a leather riding coat, stepped into the saloon. He wore a pair of what looked like laser pistols on his belt, and each of the three men walking with him also carried small laser weapons.

I had never thought the weapons very useful. Plasma weapons launched jets or balls of molten magma. Ion weapons fried inorganic and organic targets with focused electricity. Lasers were expensive, hard to maintain, need to recharge between shots, and couldn’t burn through most body armor. They were fine on starships because a lot of juice would flow through the blasts, and a hit would superheat most ship bulkheads, but handheld units couldn’t really get enough power. They were decorative pieces really, but I still didn’t like the idea of getting shot with one.

The newcomers did a double take when they saw Eve and Z. Then the four men approached us with wide smiles on their leathery faces.

“Howdy, you three new in town?” John Sampson said as he looked at Eve. They were all looking at the vampire woman, and Sampson was doing his best to not eyefuck her.

“Yeah. We have a ship. Just passing through. Looking for some water, food, and work. We were told you are the guy to talk to,” I said.

“I am. What kind of work are you looking for?” the man asked, but he didn’t look at me when he talked, he just stared at Eve.

“We can transport goods across the moon or a solar system. We also have military training.” I leaned forward a bit so that I could whisper without the other men in the bar overhearing.

“How much food you need?” one of the men asked.

“It is for our ship. Whatever we can buy off you,” I answered.

“How many is your crew?” John asked.

The question is benign.

“Three to five hundred kilograms of mixed protein and vegetables should be fine. Are you a rancher?” I asked.

“Yeah.” The man turned to me. “Well, my father is. I help him with the business stuff. It is a lot of work.”

“I can understand,” I said. “We do not have any Gliese shells. Our cash is from Trappist-1. Do you deal with that system?”

“Naw. We might be able to trade other things though.” Sampson turned to Eve.

“We have weapons we can trade. Also, our ship has a large hold,” I said as I tried to wrangle my anger.

“What is your name, sweetheart?” Samson asked the raven-haired woman.

“Eve. My man’s name is Adam. That is Z,” Eve said as she nodded to us.

“Your man? What does that mean exactly?” John asked.

“It means that you are handsome, but I am not interested.” Eve smiled.

“Ahh. Well. Too bad for you.” The man sighed and then turned to look at Z. “How about you?”

“Sorry, cowboy. We are just looking to trade. Adam forgot to mention we have other skills. I’m good with computers.”

“Yes, sorry about that,” I said as I smiled at the blonde woman.

“If you want five hundred kilos of mixed, it will run you rough-and-tough six hundred shells,” John answered as he turned to me.

“As I said before, we don’t have shells. Do you have work? Would you be willing to trade for arms?” I asked.

“I can ask my father, but I don’t think we really need help from outsid--”

“Well, well, well. Look at who I have found lurking in my least favorite watering hole.” The double doors to the saloon opened, and a duster wearing figure stepped inside of the bar. The voice was gravely and sounded as if the speaker might have puffed on a dozen boxes of cigarettes every day for the last eighty years.

The voice was also distinctly feminine.

The four men turned and set their hands on their laser pistols. I looked past them to study the woman closer. She wore a cowboy hat with a wide brim that hid her hair. The woman may have once been beautiful, but half of her face was made mostly of metal, and her left eye shone with a yellow laser glow. It was almost as if she wore a mask of polished steel shaped into the form of the rest of her face.

“I’m not looking for trouble, Cynthia,” John said as his hand rested on his pistol.

“Me either.” The woman laughed, and the sound reminded me of an old gasoline internal combustion engine turning over to wake. Four men stepped in through the saloon doors behind the woman, and I nodded to Z.

We scooted from our spot at the bar behind John Sampson and took seats at a corner table.

“Then why are you in my town? You’ve got your corner of this moon. My family has theirs.” John’s lanky body was tense.

“Oh, you know, my radars picked up a new starship, then a shuttle came down. I’m always looking for news from other systems.” The woman raised her left arm to tip up her hat a bit. I could see that the limb was cybernetic and polished just as the same side of her face was. Her glowing eye fixed on us. “That pretty ship up in the sky yours?”

“Yes,” I said. “We are looking for food and maybe work.”

“Ahh. I’d love to oblige you folk. I guess you picked this city because it was closest to your entry point. We’ve got thirty or so settlements on this moon. I’d like to invite you all to mine. I’m Cynthia Jayhee. Who are you?”

Her mind is strange. I believe she has brain damage. Some of her thoughts are in digital codes. She doesn’t like John, but I cannot feel any hostility toward us.

“Adam, Eve, and Z,” I said as I gestured with my thumb. “I’m interested in trading. Mr. Sampson here has told us he is a rancher and quoted us six hundred shells for five hundred kilos of mixed--”

“Well, shit! Sounds like the boy is trying to swindle you. Tell you what, I’m looking for someone with a ship to do a job for me in the system. Should take you only a day or so. I’d be more than happy to give you the five hundred kilos of mixed once you finish.”

“Hold on. I’m not done discussing the deal with these folk. I told them I needed to speak with my father, and--”

“Your father is a son of a bitch.” Cynthia’s robot hand jerked down to touch the handle of a pistol at her hip. It looked to be a big revolver, like the one I carried holstered on my belt next to one of my large pistols.

John’s hands lowered to his own weapons, and his men followed his movement. The two groups stared at each other for a good ten seconds, and then Cynthia slowly brought her hand up from her revolver.

“Well, it would be impolite to have a scuffle in front of our guests. I like to think I have manners, unlike some other families on this rock.” The cyborg turned to me and made a gesture with her non-robot arm. “If you finish talking to this man’s snake of a father, you can come see me. I’ll treat the three of you to dinner as a kindness. I will ask for any news from you though. Then we can talk business. Whatever the Sampson family will offer you, I’ll better it. So keep me in mind.”

“Thanks,” I answered.

“Good. My ranch is at negative forty-three point eight five seven by four point three three. If you want to let me know you are coming over, my crew listens to baud forty-five.” The woman raised her robot finger to John, made her hand look like a gun. “Bang. I’ll see you around, kid.” Then she turned to walk out of the saloon with her posse.

“I guess she doesn’t like you,” Z said to the lanky cowboy.

“She doesn’t like my father, but no one does.” The man turned toward us and then took a few steps so that he stood closer. “Here is some advice, you are either with the Sampson’s, or you are with the Jayhee’s. I said I didn’t think we had any work for you, but you look like you might know your way around that.” John pointed at the massive revolver on my belt. “How about you head over to our place for a quick chat? You can ride with us.”

“Sounds good. We’ll meet you outside in a few moments,” I said after I glanced at the two women. I had suspicions I was about to stumble into a hornet’s nest, but there was no way around it. We needed food but didn’t have any money. We would have to take some baby steps to get the supplies, so we could fly where we wanted, so we could get more money, and then recruit a crew. We weren’t going to get anyone to fly with us if we didn’t have food.

“I’ve got a bad feeling about this place. There is some drama in the air,” Z whispered to us after John and his crew walked toward the exit doors.

“We will need to watch our step. There is noble work to do here, John’s thoughts have revealed to me that his father rules most of this moon with the grip of a tyrant, but Cynthia is not much better,” Eve said.

“Oh, great. Now I’m positive I want to stay away. What do you both think about me running some water tests and filling up Persephone while you both deal with these jokers? I’m more than a little useless when on display next to Eve.” The blonde hacker sighed as she gestured to the vampire woman.

“You are beautiful, Z. I think so, and so does Adam,” Eve said with a wide smile.

“Uhhh. Yeah.” The blonde woman turned her blue eyes to me and then she blushed. “Anyway. I’ll feel useful getting water. I won’t feel useful negotiating a job. Cool?”

“Confirmed. We each have a transponder.” I patted my vest pocket where the device lay. The shuttle was stocked with thirty of them, so we had each taken one in case we got separated on the surface of the moon. “Message me when you find a source, when you make your first drop off, and when you make your last. Eve and I will try to get some food so we can get off this rock as soon as possible.”

“No, these people need help.” Eve gestured around the bar. “Well, not the people in this bar, they are scum. There are a little more than two million people spread over this moon. They are serfs to either Sampson or Jayhee.”

“So what? Do you just want to kill them and move on? In a week there will be another pair of assholes in their place. It is just the way things work.” Z sighed.

“No, but I want to find a solution. I’ll know more once I talk to John Sampson’s father. Let us go into the maw of the beast,” Eve said to me with a slight smile.

“Confirmed.”
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Space Witch - Chapter 2

John had a large land vehicle with open seating. He gestured for Eve to sit up next to him, and for me to sit in the back with his men, but the vampire ignored his request so that we sat next to each other on the last row at the rear of the vehicle. The lanky man gave her a sour face before he started his jeep, and the expression convinced me that we were both going to have to deal with his bullshit for the length of our involvement with him.

The road within the perimeter of the small wooden city was paved with asphalt, and the buildings looked in good repair. I guessed the city housed some twenty-five thousand people, but I only saw a handful of vehicles, a few bikes, and hundreds of horses. The citizens on the street seemed to recognize the jeep we rode in, and they either hastily moved out of the way, or ducked inside their homes.

Within five minutes we reached the edge of the city, and five minutes later we were in the ranch-lands surrounding the settlement. The terrain reminded me a little of the old pictures I’d seen of central California. It was mostly grasslands in the valleys, but the sides of the hill were covered with dull gray-green shrubs. I had guessed by our fly-over that the moon got plenty of rain, and the land looked fertile.

We passed a few small farms and properties fenced off for cattle. The men continued to look over their shoulders and steal glances at Eve, but I didn’t blame them. I doubted there was anyone on this moon that was even half as beautiful as the vampire woman. Her red eyes and fangs were probably off-putting to most, but her dark hair fluttered behind her like black silk, and the sun of the system cast the perfect amount of light on her pale skin. She was both delicate and dangerous. Dark and Light. Death and Life.

I realized I was gawking at Eve as well, so I turned away from her to study the hillside. I saw a flash of light on top of the crest to her right, and a sudden surge of adrenaline poured through my entire body when my instincts told me what it was.

“Get down!” I wrapped my arms around Eve and jumped out of the moving all-terrain vehicle opposite the direction of the light on the hill.

As soon as I hit the ground, I heard the rifle shot echo across the valley. The car jerked left, and the group of men shouted. There was another spray of gunfire from the same direction as the hill with the sniper, and I rolled Eve over so that my body was between her and the guns.

The bullets pinged off the metal of John’s stopped vehicle like buzzing flies, and I turned my head to assess the situation. The lanky cowboy was crouched by the side of his truck with his laser gun drawn. Blood covered his leather jacket and hat, but the man didn’t appear to be injured. Two of the other goons were also taking cover next to John, so I guessed the last had caught the bullet.

“What do we do?” the man asked as he raised his laser pistol over the edge of the vehicle. Almost as soon as he brought his hand up, a bullet bounced off the metal next to him, and he dropped back to the dirt road with a gasp.

“Don’t move!” I shouted to them as I gestured for Eve to crawl away from me. There was a ditch on the side of the road, and the decline would give her better cover than my body.

As soon as I saw my friend dive into the ditch, I rolled over onto my side and then somersaulted after her. The bullets started to hit the dirt road closer to me, and my sudden movement caused them to fire with more urgency. I tumbled into the ditch beside Eve with a clumsy roll but managed to land on my shoulders instead of my head.

One sniper on the top hillside. I estimate about four hundred meters. I sense three other gunmen on the other side of the road about ninety meters away. One is by the outcropping of large rocks, one is prone in the ravine ten meters up the road from the rocks, and the third is behind the oak tree.

I recovered from my fall and climbed up a bit so I could make an attempt to see where Eve was referencing. When I heard a flurry of shots, I figured the gunmen had already picked targets, so popped my head up for half a second and then down. I saw the group of rocks and the oak tree, but I couldn’t actually spot the ravine. One thing was for certain, I wasn’t going to be able to return fire effectively with just my revolver and pistol.

I was going to have to get close.

“Hey!” I hissed at John and his men.

The three looked at me, and the terror was plain on their faces.

The weapons they wore on their hips were obviously there for decoration. The young men had never been in gun fight.

“I’m going to run to the other side of the road. When I give you the signal, pop up and return fire to give me some cover.”

“But--” John began to say.

“If you don’t do as I say we are all gonna die here,” I interrupted him.

The men nodded, and I waited for a lull in the crossfire. As soon as I heard it, I barked at them, and the trio poked their heads out from behind the vehicle and started firing their laser pistols.

I dashed across the road and half expected to catch a sniper bullet in the chest. The sniper must’ve been reloading, or he might’ve had his sights targeted on the car. Either way, he didn’t see me, and I made it across the road and into another ditch before the attacking group could get a bead on me.

The shooters opened fire again, but only one of them had seen me. I guessed it was the one by the rocks so I began to crawl in that direction on my belly. If the shooter didn’t change his position, I’d be able to reach and take care of him. But if the man got smart and switched his back more toward the hill or attempted to jump into the ravine with his friend, I was going to be in a bit of trouble.

Then I remembered that I had Eve.

Tell me when, and I can instruct them to shoot. I can hear your thoughts plainly.

The vampire woman’s voice entered my mind easily, and it cut through the blasts of rifle fire like a beautiful song.

There was a cactus plant in front of me in the small ravine. It blocked the direction I wanted to crawl to, and I debated my options. It would probably be best to plow through the cactus and the subsequent pain, but then I realized I was only thirty meters from the side of the rocks.

It also became clear to me that these men were not military. Their shots were sporadic, their aim unfocused, and as far as I could tell, they were not communicating with each other about our movements. My first guess was the man behind the rocks knew my position, but had gone back to shooting at the car.

“Tell John to shoot at the hill where the sniper is. You and the other two men shoot the rocks,” I whispered.

Eve didn’t talk into my mind for a few moments, and I wondered if she actually heard me.

We are ready in three, two, one.

I jumped out of the ditch as soon as Eve’s count reached one, and made a fast sprint toward the rocky boulders. The gathering of stone stood a good eight meters high, and consisted of five rocks stacked like discarded children’s toys. At first I didn’t see the shooter, but that was because he had taken refuge behind the rock and was pulling his rifle in the direction of the vehicle. A bullet from Eve’s pistol hit the top of the rocks and laser blasts smashed into the stone near him. The man was on the defensive and didn’t realize I was on him until my revolver was pushed into his face.

I pulled the trigger, and he never had another thought again.

His rifle was a classic AK-47 style. The design hadn’t changed in three thousand years, but that was okay. It was an effective weapon to use against lightly armored opponents. I switched my revolver to my left hand and took the rifle from the man’s dead hands. I slid back the lever to make sure none of his blood or brains were jammed in the action, and my movement caused one of the rifle’s shells to eject from the side of the weapon. The motion was enough to convince me the rifle was in good repair, and sufficient for my needs.

I kept the boulders between the sniper on the hill and me while sneaking toward the ravine’s location. The remaining three shooters must have heard my revolver shot and expected that I wouldn’t be able to creep up on them. My guess proved correct when the shooter from the ravine let loose with a volley of burst fire that smashed into the end boulder of my cover.

“I’m gonna need another burst of cover fire,” I said. “Hold for my signal.”

We will aim for the three positions.

I pushed my arm out from behind the cover and then pulled it back in when the ravine shooter let another burst of bullets fly toward my position. It was all that John, Eve, and the two men needed to pop out from behind the vehicle. A flurry of laser beams and bullets smashed into the ravine and the tree. I guessed the hill sniper was still around, but I was going to have to risk another move, or we would be pinned down in this location for another hour.

I sprinted from the cover of the boulders and pushed the muscles in my legs until they screamed. It was only about fifteen meters to the side of the ravine, but as I got closer, I saw the crevasse dropped a good thirty meters down. The rifleman was positioned on a ledge beneath the top rim, and he turned his head to gawk at me. The ravine was only about three meters wide, so I jumped through the air, spun my shoulders, pointed my rifle in my right hand at the center mass of my target, and pulled the trigger. The burst of bullets left the AK with a fiery spray and pelted the man’s back like a shower of deadly rain, leaving half of his chest on the rocky ledge where he hid.

The momentum of my jump carried me across the ravine, and I felt a bullet from the sniper whiz by my body as I traveled through the air.

This was a practice move for my muscles and skeleton. They were already working to loosen and prepare for my impact with the ground on the other side of the ravine. I dropped into a roll as I landed, snaked across the ground, then popped up on my legs and continued running toward the last gunman’s position behind the tree.

Eve knew what I was planning, and she must’ve instructed the other three men to begin firing. Laser blasts peppered the tree in front of me, and I heard Eve’s pistol crack through the wilderness like a whip. The sniper didn’t take another shot while I ran. It reinforced the fact that these men were not military trained. There was no way Eve could’ve hit the sniper from her position on the ground with a pistol. If I’d been in the sniper’s place, I would’ve settled in and taken my shots without any sort of fear of repercussion from my targets below. I was fortunate that they weren’t trained, and the wide-eyed expression on the man behind the tree made me believe they hadn’t prepared for violent opposition.

He moved to duck behind the tree, and the revolver in my left hand spat a meter long fireball. The bullet took the man’s leg at the hip joint, and the limb tore off like a cooked chicken bone. The man let out a frantic scream, but his cries only lasted another half second before the fourth bullet from my revolver reduced his skull to a smoking ruin.

The sniper on the hill was still a worry, and I ducked behind the tree so he wouldn’t have a clear view. He still took a shot, but it missed my head by a good half meter and his bullet smashed into the bark of the giant oak.

In reality, the man could keep us locked down here for the rest the day. He had the higher ground; we didn’t have a lot of cover, and we couldn’t escape in the vehicle without the man lining up a delicious shot.

I poked my head out the other side of the oak to shoot a quick glance up the hill, ducked back behind the tree, and then leaned out of the other side. What I had seen gave me a good idea of where the man’s position was, but I was going to have to run for about one hundred and twenty meters through open space to reach the side of the hill where I saw a path and more boulders I could use as cover. In my human form, I guessed that I could make the distance in twenty seconds. If I was in my half changed form, it would probably take me around five.

Eve broke into my thoughts: Do not change right now. It will play our hand too early for John Samson and his men. I can use my transponder to call Z. She can do a flyby and use the shuttle’s weapons.

“Confirmed,” I said.

I waited behind the tree for what felt like an hour, but was only ten minutes. I had no idea if the sniper had repositioned or left the hilltop, and I didn’t want to poke my head out from behind the oak tree to find out for sure.

There were several viable strategies to military combat. One of the most important ones that the movies never talked about was the ability to “out wait” your enemy. I’d spent countless hours, days, and weeks stuck in foxholes or behind cover just like this waiting for my enemy to either get bored or make some other mistake that I could capitalize on. To pass the time, I let my mind wander through the events of the last couple days, but I tried not to think about Eve too much. It was too distracting.

I felt my transponder vibrate in my vest pocket, and I holstered the revolver in my left hand so I could pull it out.

“I got your location. Is the target on the hill to your east?” Z asked.

“Confirmed,” I said as I checked the compass reading on the device in my hand.

“Ahh, I see the fucker. Standby. Cover your eyes.”

The manta ray shaped shuttle craft drifted over the skyline to my west, and a salvo of plasma fire erupted from the nose, wings, and underside of the craft. It was a mixture of blue and purple fire, and the entire hillside to my west erupted in explosions. It was almost as if someone had dropped a small nuclear warhead on top of the hill, and I had to raise my arm over my head and dive to the ground to keep a tidal wave of dust and dirt from slamming into me.

“Well, I hope you like your barbecue extra crispy because that guy sure did,” Z cackled over my transponder.

“Thanks for your help,” I said into the device.

“No problem. I found a water source and tested it. It’s clean and has plenty of minerals. I’ve already made my first delivery up to Persephone. I’ll be in touch as soon as I finished the last one.”

“Got it. We’ll talk then,” I said as I put the transponder back in my pocket.

The rifle at my feet was another AK model, and the design looked a fraction newer than the one I had slung over my shoulder. I picked it up, checked the action, and then grabbed four spare magazines off the corpse. There were another three empty magazines on the ground, and it appeared he was prepared to use a lot of ammo.

“Whewee! You weren’t kidding about the military experience!” John Sampson shouted to me once our shuttle had drifted away.

“No, I was not.” I walked back to the ravine and the corpse of the man I shot there. He carried the best looking rifle of the trio, and the design looked very familiar. I picked it up in my hands and flipped over on the side to take a look at the etching. It was a GKS multi-caliber rifle with branding indicating it came from the Saturn Union. The weapon was a long way from home, but I was very happy to see it. These weapons were a bit hard to maintain, but it was able to use virtually any type of chambered caliber bullet. They needed a separate power supply to function, but those could be charged with solar radiation easy enough. The corpse had an extra battery on his belt, as well as eight pouches filled with a variety of ammo. The belt was covered with gore, but I unbuckled it from his waist and threw it over my shoulder anyways. I’d clean it off later. The weapon would be useful.

I could understand a group of men wanting to bushwhack the son of the most prominent rancher, but the possession of this GKS rifle added an unknown variable to the equation. Unlike the AK-47’s, this was an expensive piece of equipment, and these men were not good enough to justify such a weapon.

Someone had given them this and probably told them to kill John Sampson.

“Any idea who doesn’t like you?” I asked the lanky man.

“Well, nobody really likes my father. You’ve already met one of his former business associates in the saloon. This is obviously Cynthia’s doing.” The cowboy shrugged.

“Does Cynthia have access to military grade weaponry?” I asked as I pointed to the GKS multi-caliber rifle hanging over my shoulder.

“No. Or least, I don’t think so.”

Eve walked to the other side of the vehicle, and I saw her eyes drift over to the corpse of the man sitting in the passenger seat. I didn’t know exactly how much she’d need to feed, but I guessed from her look that she was hungry.

I will be okay. It has just been many years, and it might take a lot for me to get back to where I once was.

“How much farther to your place?” I asked John.

“It’s another twenty minutes.” The tall cowboy looked at the body of his friend in the Jeep. “We need to bury Clyde. It’s our tradition to do it as soon as--”

“We can spend time burying your friend, and maybe get attacked again, or we can return to your compound and bury him there.” I turned my eyes back to look at the hills. The one with the sniper was still smoking, but that didn’t mean there weren’t other guerrilla fighters out there.

“Yeah, let’s get going.”

“Smart decision,” I said as I helped Eve get into the back of the vehicle.
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Space Witch - Chapter 3

The Samson compound was much larger than I expected. I had thought it might be twenty hectares, but as we drove down to the valley, I guess it to be more along the lines of ten thousand. A few different creeks, or maybe small rivers, ran through the property, and the grassy fields were filled with an endless wave of white, brown, and black cattle.

There was a wall around the part of the property nearest the road. It wasn’t the thirty-meter high concrete barricade that surrounded Elaka Nota’s shipyard on Trappist - 1e, but it was still a two-meter tall structure of brick and cement. There was a gate along the road, and two men with assault rifles guarded the entrance. They knew there was a problem as soon as we turned and drove toward them, and they opened the gate to usher us in without asking more questions.

Ten minutes later we were parked in front of the main compound, and five minutes after that Eve and I were sitting in a decorative lobby inside the Samson residence. The place continued with the classic Western design theme. There were stuffed bison, cattle, and deer heads in addition to paintings of men riding horses, stands with antique saddles, and polished wood carvings. The couches were made of thick dark brown leather, and I imagined I could sleep well for two days straight if I lay on one. The house smelled of sandalwood, oil, and expensive leather. My sensitive ears could hear the whisper of home electronics and machines, but I didn’t see any in the common area. I guessed any devices must’ve been hidden behind walls or within certain pieces of furniture.

They had a lot of wealth.

“My father will see you now,” John said as he opened a set of double doors on the opposite side of the room.

Eve and I stood up from the couch and followed the young man through the doors. The next room looked to be an office of some sort. There was more wood shelving, wood ceilings, a rug made from the fur of some gigantic beast, and a wall of leather bound books. Behind a large stone and antique wooden desk sat a muscular, mostly bald man. What hair he did have on the side of his skull was gray, but the man’s face was distinguished, and his hooked nose reminded me of his son’s.

“Ahh! So these are the two pistoleros that save my son’s life?” The man stood from behind his desk and walked right up to shake Eve’s hand first, and then mine. “I truly thank you both for the assistance you brought my family today. If you hadn’t been riding with my boy, well, he might not be here right now. I kinda like the kid, so I thank you kindly. I’m Wayne Samson.”

“I am Adam, and this is Eve.” I gestured to the beautiful woman.

“Like the Bible or something?” the man asked with a confused look on his face.

“Or something,” I said. “Saving your son was no problem.” I sat in the leather chair where the man gestured. “Your son mentioned that you might have work for us. We are looking for supplies for our starship, and we don’t have any local currency.”

“Starship? What kind of bird do you have? I’m guessing a hyperdrive?” The man waited for Eve to sit before he moved back behind his desk and took his own chair.

“Confirmed. We can get around the solar system without problems. If you need something delivered to another system it will take a few weeks, but we can make any sort delivery you might need.”

“Confirmed, huh? You must really be a marine. Where are you from?”

“I was in the Jupiter Marines, but it was a long time ago.”

“It’s a long way away too.” The leathery man leaned back in his chair with a sigh and his eyes focused on Eve. “What’s your story?”

“I am with him.” She smiled slightly and pointed at me with a long finger.

“Well, I can see that! What I meant was, you’re an attractive woman, if you don’t mind my saying so, but you’ve got red eyes and strange teeth. Are you one of those body modifiers from those super cities?”

“Yes I am, and no, I do not mind.” Eve shrugged.

“How fast is your ship?” Wayne asked. “Do you have any guns? How big is your crew?”

“There are twenty of us in total,” Eve said before I could answer, and I guessed she was lying because the old man might’ve had something up his sleeve.

“And guns? Your bird fast?”

“We have many guns, drones, manned spacecraft, and shuttles. Our ship is actually a little too big for our crew size, but it means we can hold a lot of cargo. Do you have any cargo you wish us to deliver?” the ebony haired woman asked him with a slight smile.

“Yeah, I do, actually.” The gruff man sighed and then looked at each of us. “Let’s go for a walk. Much better to speak business out in the open air.” Wayne rose and gestured for us to follow him out of the office.

The three of us walked through the rest of the mansion. He nodded to each of the servants as they scurried past him, but he didn’t say a word to them or us as we walked. The rest of the house was decorated in the same style as the waiting room, but when we walked into the kitchen, I observed the high-tech fridge, plumbing, and cooking instruments of the modern era.

“Right this way, Eve and Adam.” Wayne gestured to a large glass French door that led to a wooden veranda.

We stepped out into the sunshine and saw the spread of land laid out before us like an endless green carpet. There weren’t any cattle within at least two kilometers of the estate, but I could see the herd surrounding the rest of the field. Instead of horses, the cattle were being cut and herded by men on motorcycles. It was all kinds of magnificent, and I couldn’t imagine Cynthia Jayhee having an estate quite this size. Wayne Samson must have been the most powerful man on the small moon.

“What code did your starship’s computer give our little rock?” the man asked as soon as he leaned on the railing of his balcony.

“Gliese 876 - C-ii,” I said.

“Ha! We like to call this place Greenpeace. You came to us in our dry season. Normally we have rain every night and plenty of sun during the day. It’s good for ranching and farming. I’ve become a wealthy man by feeding all of the moons around us.” Wayne looked at the sky and gestured with his hand. “Here is where you guys come in. There’s a war going on, but not an official war, and not around here. It’s around Gliese 876 - B’s fourth moon.”

“We have not been there,” I said when he looked at me.

“Do you know what rhodium is?” he asked us.

“Yes,” I said.

Rhodium is a very rare metal that had uses in all sorts of space travel applications. I wasn’t much of an engineer, but I did know they could not make hyperdrives, warpdrives, or plasma weapons without a significant amount of the precious metal. The stuff was rare, and planets rich with the ore were often the source of military conflict.

“Yeah, well, just like we’ve got good ranching and farming, that fourth moon has good rhodium. There’s a bit of a scuffle going on between the natives, and the not so natives. The latter group has access to starships and threw a barricade around the moon. Can you guess where I’m going with this?”

“We can. You want us to deliver some supplies,” Eve said with a nod.

“Exactly. I load you up with what you need, you get past the barricade, deliver the supplies to my contact, and then get back to me with their payment. I’ll give you a cut of the haul and twice the mixed protein and vegetables you asked me for. Do we have a deal?” The man raised a bushy eyebrow.

“What do you know about their defenses? Who exactly we are up against? How many starships? Do you need us to land on the surface, or are we doing an upper atmosphere drop?” I asked.

“Those are good questions, Adam,” Wayne said with a nod. “Unfortunately, I don’t know the answer to all of them. I could tell you what my contacts have told me, but they might be fibbing. These people are all sorts of desperate right now.”

“Tell us what you know,” Eve said as she fixed her red eyes on him.

“The people who reached out to me are part of a resistance movement called The Children of Rah. The history of the moon in question is somewhat complicated, but I can give you the short version. It used to be that the men and women on the planet would mine the metal, process it, and then sell it to traders stopping by. As these things tend to go, the businesses began to consolidate until there was just a handful left who did most of the processing. Then, about two years ago, some of the owners started dying under mysterious circumstances, and the businesses were bought out by this corporation named Alloprize. Now, I’m not saying I know exactly what happened, but after those first few folk died, the other owners of the mining companies sold out pretty darn quick.” Wayne sighed a bit and wiped his forehead with the back of his hand.

“I see,” I said. This sounded like exactly what we wanted to stop, another megacorp taking advantage of innocent people.

“Yeah, but then here’s the other issue. I may have got involved in this in a way I didn’t really want to. Alloprize needs to feed their new slaves-- I’m sorry, I mean workers, so they came to me to buy protein.” The man let out a long sigh and looked at us. “I’m ashamed to say that I knew what they were up to, and I talked to them about doing some business. I thought they were going to be able to pay me enough to sleep well at night. They didn’t, and when I told them to go pound sand, they started to threaten me.”

“You want us to make the delivery, but you do not wish it to get back to you,” Eve said the words as a statement and not a question.

“Smart and beautiful! You’ve got yourself quite a woman here, Adam,” the old cowboy said as he winked at me.

“How do you know I don’t have him?” Eve smiled as she pointed at me.

“Ha! You remind me of my wife. Bless her soul. She was quite a spitfire.”

“Thank you,” Eve said to the man.

“Her eyes were also red,” the man said with a smile

“They were?” she asked with surprise.

“When I stayed out late smoking and drinking with the boys. Ha!” He slapped his leg, and Eve covered her mouth when she let out a light laugh.

“Anyways, I’m a bug to these people. I’m surprised they haven’t come to squash me and just take my cattle. Now, I’d fight them if it came to that, and you don’t want to mess with a guy like me in my home, but I’d end up losing.”

Alloprize did tell him they would take his cattle by force, but he said he would poison all of his stock.

“What else do you know about their Navy?”

“I’ve a data stick with the transmission from The Children of Rah’s rep. He gave instructions for the drop-off and pick-up of the payment. The information is very general, but they will send me the detailed coordinates if I commit to getting them the food,” Wayne said.

They offered to pay him twelve thousand kilograms of rhodium. It is no wonder he is willing to give us twice our food order.

“So, we get in, drop off the food, pick up the shipment, deliver it to you, and then you’ll pay us twice our food and ten percent of what they pay you?” I asked.

“Yep,” Wayne said with a nod. “Y’all making it sound easy. I’m hoping you have a fast ship, or you’ll end up as space trash. Or captured. I’d prefer the former, honestly, since I don’t want this getting back to the people that are already mad at me.”

“What is the payment?” I asked.

“A crate of rhodium. Our little moon used to be busy with traders coming here to pick up protein so they could trade it on Gliese 876 - B-iv for rhodium. Then they would go sell the metal in another system before coming back. This war that isn’t a war has put a damper on trade.”

“Can you show us the transmission?” I asked.

“Sure, come on back inside. I’ll show you what they sent me. Then, if you’ll take the job, I can let them know, and they will tell you the exact drop process.”

“We’ll talk about it after we see the transmission,” I said with a nod, and we followed the cowboy back into his mansion.
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Space Witch - Chapter 4

“What do you think?” I said to Eve half an hour later. We had just finished playing the transmission Wayne possessed, and we asked the man if we could take a walk around his property and speak about it in private.

“He is not an evil man, but he is not exactly honorable,” she said after a few moments. “I feel as if he might betray us to keep his share of the rhodium, but hasn’t decided.”

“I don’t want to deal with someone who might betray us,” I growled, and the beast inside of me flashed an image of Wayne’s face caving in from the force of my giant revolver bullet.

“We need food. We could also use the rhodium for trade. He said we would get thirty kilograms of rhodium. That would allow us to hire a full crew for at least five years.”

“But you don’t think he’ll give it to us?” I asked.

“He thinks it might be possible pull one over on us. He doesn’t care about the food. His idea is to give us the mixed, and then his men will convince us to leave without the metal, but he is still undecided.” Eve shrugged. “I know his plan, so we might be able to avoid the trap.”

“Did you read his mind about this job? Does he know how many starships are patrolling Gliese 876 - B-iv?” I asked.

“No, but he does know someone who does know,” Eve said with a smile.

“Who?”

“He thinks Cynthia Jayhee took the contract with them. He also thinks she’s behind the bushwhack attempt on his son and us.”

“Did you pick up his thoughts as to why that is?” I asked.

“No. There is some shame there. I believe they were once business partners, but he betrayed her. He did not think of the exact reasons, so I may be wrong.”

“I think we should stay out of this. The man is scum, and it will be more trouble than it is worth.”

“I would agree, except for two reasons,” Eve said as she rested her hand on my arm. Her touch immediately calmed the rage twisting in my stomach, and I stared into her red eyes. “We do need food if we want to continue our quest.”

“I agree. What is the second reason?”

“The men and women on 876 - b iv do need our help. Without us, it is probable they will starve and die, or they will surrender and be enslaved by the Alloprize Corporation.”

“I will let you guide me in this. My solution would involve putting a bullet through the man’s head, taking his food, and then delivering it to the people who need it,” I said with a growl.

“You say that, Adam, but in your heart I have seen your kindness. You would give this man a chance and hope he won’t betray you in the end. Your honor guides you to the righteous path.” Her fingers squeezed my bicep. “We will do this work, prepare for the man to betray us, and hope he has a change of heart when he sees the good we have done.”

“And if he doesn’t have a change of heart?” I asked her as a half smile came to my face.

“Then he will feel the shredding of your claws through his chest and the agony of my fangs at his throat.” Her words were a low growl, and her red eyes seemed to glow with fire.

“Alright, I’ll tell him we will take the job. Let’s tell Z.” I reached into my pocket and pulled out the transponder. I pressed the button, and the device made a beeping noise.

“Hey Captain, what’s going on?” the hacker’s voice came across the speaker.

“We’ve found a job,” I said. “What is your position?”

“I’m picking up the last batch of water, then I’m returning to Persephone. I was just taking a short walk around the lake to stretch my legs. What is the job?”

“We’ll be delivering food to the fourth moon of 876 - b.”

“Oh, that sounds easy. For half a second I had the feeling you were going to tell me we were going to have to shoot our way into somewhere.”

“Well…” my voice trailed off as I looked at Eve. The beautiful vampire woman gifted me with a half smile.

“See, when you say ‘well’ like that, and you have a dramatic pause, it makes me feel as if I shouldn’t count my chickens before they hatch,” Z said with a pained sigh.

“There is a corporate blockade around the planet. We’ll have to punch through, deliver the food, and then get out,” I explained.

“See, when you say ‘blockade’ and ‘punch through’ like that and you act like it is not a big deal, it makes me feel--”

“Can you scan the moon and tell us how many starships are around it?” I interrupted Z.

“Sure. I just need to consult the manual to figure out how to initiate the scanner on a planet that is a good tenth of an astronomical unit away.”

“Great. How soon will you have the--”

“Captain,” Z said with a sigh. “I’m fucking with you. The moon you want to know about is a good fifteen million kilometers away, and remember how I told you it was going to take me a month to read through Persephone’s manual? Yeah. Picture a printed book that weighs thirty kilos and is as tall as you are when you are in your sexy cat-man body. I have no idea how to ‘do a scan’ like you want. We need a navigator, and a pilot, and like five other people with starship specialties. I feel like I’m gonna hit the wrong button on Persephone’s controls and smash us into a black hole.”

“Damn,” I said as I looked at Eve.

“We will find a solution and prevail. We always do,” the dark woman said.

“Eve is like one of those motivational speakers.” Z laughed. “I’m going to chew on the problem for a few--” The hacker’s voice cut off suddenly.

“Z?” I asked, but there was no answer, so I asked for her again. The transponder in my hands was brand new, and I wondered if it was malfunctioning.

“Uhhhh, got a bit of a problem,” Z’s voice said after fifteen seconds.

“What?” Eve and I asked at the same time.

“Oh dear, your friend here was mistaken. This ain’t no problem at all,” a woman’s voice came across the transponder. It was a rough voice that sounded as if she’d lived her life drinking whiskey instead of water and smoking cigarettes instead of eating.

It was Cynthia Jayhee.

“You’ve got a gun pressing against the back of my head. I’m pretty sure that’s a problem.” Z’s voice sounded a bit far away.

“Oh, it isn’t. I assure you.”

“What is going on?” I growled into the transponder. “What are you doing to my crewmate?”

“Adam was your name? This is Cynthia Jayhee. Do you remember me from the saloon a few hours ago?” the gruff woman asked.

“Yes, and I’m wondering why you have a gun to my crewmate’s head.”

“Do you recall how I invited you and your two women to have dinner at my place?” she continued.

“Ye--”

“Well, let’s just say it isn’t an invitation anymore. Meet me at my compound in the next few hours, or I’m going to make a second port in this pretty girl’s skull.”

“Hey! Put me down! You fucking assholes!” I heard Z say.

Then there was a gunshot.

“Z!” I shouted into the transponder as my heart threatened to jump out of my throat.

“She’s alright. Feisty bitch. Kicked one of my men. Anyhow, I’ll see you and the dark-haired one at my place in a few. Wear your ‘Sunday go to meeting clothes.’ I’m having my cook make something nice for us t’ sup on.”

“Wait!” I growled into the transponder, but there was an ending beep noise confirming that my word didn’t make it to the cyborg woman.

“Shit,” I said as I tried to force the beast from taking over my mind. It wanted to run to the other side of the planet and kill Cynthia.

“This device might be able to track our shuttle,” Eve said as she touched the transponder in my hand. It was about the size of a pencil or screen stylus, but I could see a scroll rod on the side of the shaft.

I forced my rage back into the abyss of my stomach and pulled apart the transponder. It unrolled to show a flex-screen with a map of the terrain. I guessed the image was being transmitted from Persephone, but it could have been downloaded to the device during our shuttle trip down to the moon’s surface.

Eve’s fingers moved across the screen as I held both sides of the transponder, and she was able to zoom out so we could see the position of Z’s shuttle.

“Fifty kilometers to the northeast,” she said as she pointed at the glowing dot.

“If they didn’t hijack the shuttle,” I stated.

“I believe it would have started moving by now if they were using it. They must have taken their own craft and snuck up on Z,” Eve said.

“We aren’t ever splitting up again. I should have seen this coming,” I growled as the beast tried to claw out of my stomach once more.

“We have lost some leverage, but I believe Cynthia Jayhee intends to employ us,” Eve said as she rested her fingers on my arm again.

“Agreed. If she wanted to kill us, she would have. She wants us to do something for her, and I doubt it will be in our best interest.”

“No. It won’t, and I have trouble reading her thoughts.” Eve glanced back at Wayne’s mansion and then she pulled a long wave of dark-black hair over her right ear. “Do we tell Wayne Sampson? We will need a ride back to the shuttle.”

“I think we will need to. As you said, I prefer to do the honorable thing. We’ll take his job, but let him know that Jayhee has captured our friend. If he decides not to help us, or to leverage his position, I won’t feel bad about putting a bullet through his head.”

“Nor will I,” the beautiful woman said with a deadly smile, and we walked back to the mansion.
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Space Witch - Chapter 5

“Now, isn’t this nice. I like supping with new friends. Don’t you all agree?” Cynthia said two hours later after we’d gotten a ride from Wayne to our shuttle, and then blasted over to the cyborg woman’s compound. She had a ranch of similar size to her rival, but instead of wood and cowboy themes, the buildings were made out of metal, and the furniture was stone, glass, and plastic.

We were disarmed, escorted inside the main home by a half dozen armed men, taken to a large dining room, and told to sit at a large stone banquet table.

The armed goons waited in the room behind us until Z was brought out, and then Cynthia made her appearance.

“Friends don’t put a gun to each other’s head and kidnap them,” Z huffed and crossed her arms.

The table was set for the four of us, and while the main meal hadn’t been laid out, there were two baskets filled with bread rolls, plates of butter, and jars of jam set on the table. The last time I ate was at the strip club, and I could tell that Z was trying to keep her blue eyes from ogling the food. My two friends had fasted for many more hours than me.

“Sounds like you need more interesting friends, my dear. Ha!” Cynthia’s laughter sounded like scraping sandpaper, and she smacked her robot arm against her leg. “Why don’t you all sit down? Make yourselves at home.”

“Why did you bring us here?” I asked as I sat. The sight of the rolls reminded me of my hunger, and I suddenly had to fight against stomach pains.

“I’ve got a little job for the three of you. Sorry I had to strong arm ya. I knew you went to see Old Man Wayne, and I didn’t want you to do whatever he asked you to do without first talking to me.”

“We are here now, and we will listen to your words. Will you ask your men to leave?” Eve asked as she nodded toward the goons standing behind us with their arms crossed. They weren’t dressed like cowboys; they wore light armor that looked almost military.

“Hmmmm,” Cynthia’s robot eye focused on me, then on Eve, and then on Z. A few second passed and then she turned to the half dozen goons. “We are good. You boys can leave.”

“Thank you,” Eve said with a smile.

“No worries, young miss. Looking at you both reminds me of my youth. I was once pretty. I looked a bit more like this one though,” Cynthia said as she nodded to Z. “My hair was blonde. I do wish us to be friends, and I have a job I’d pay ya to do. I might have been a bit rude to invite you all here like this, but my need is urgent.”

“What is the job?” I asked as I tried to keep my eyes from the bread. Must have been two Earth days or more since I last ate, and the rolls were like magnets for my eyes.

“Ahh. The military man is always direct! I love it!” Cynthia chuckled. “Let’s get some food in our bellies, and I’ll tell you some more.”

As if on cue, two servants walked into the room carrying large platters. The scent of barbecued meat, hickory smoke, and caramelized sugar made love to my nose, and I had to swallow three times to keep the drool from escaping my mouth. Z sat across the table from me, and I saw the pretty hacker’s blue eyes open with awe when the men set the plates down in front of her.

Then they took the silver lids off, and I wrestled the beast back into my stomach.

Each of the dishes was filled high with grilled meat.

One had cow ribs, tri-tip cuts, steaks, and fatty brisket slathered with a dark burgundy sauce. The other plate held baby-back ribs, pork shoulder, sausage, and strips of bacon covered with a moist looking red sauce. My vision spun for a few seconds, and I felt as if both the beast and my hunger were ganging up on me.

“Well, go ahead now and dig on in. You three look like you’ve never seen good barbecue before!” Cynthia let out another dry chuckle, and then she motioned for the servants to place dishes of grilled vegetables, baked beans, and coleslaw on the table.

Z’s blue eyes flashed to mine as she reached a trembling hand out. Her fingers grasped some metal tongs, and she began to stack one cut of each piece of meat onto her plate. Her hands continued to shake with each of her movements, and I wondered if the woman had ever enjoyed barbecue before.

“Thank you very much for the meal,” Eve said as she began to set food on a plate. The vampire’s smooth movements were normal, and she set the filled plate in front of me before she picked up another to serve herself.

“Think of it as an apology. Supping tends to bring people together. Especially when the meal is so fine,” Cynthia grunted as she dished up her own food.

The first bite of meat made my head spin, and the room didn’t settle until I had turned my plate into polished rib bones and gone back for a second helping. Z was also working on her second helping, and the blonde woman’s face was covered with barbecue sauce.

“Hey, Lady, if kidnapping me ends up with me getting a dinner like this, please feel free to do it anytime,” Z said after she’d piled her plate high again.

“Ha! I like you, girl. You are feisty. It looks like we are all slowing down a mite. Let’s talk about the work that I need doing.” Cynthia wiped her robot hand with a napkin and then began to use a toothpick on her teeth.

“Go ahead,” I said as I wiped my face. My stomach was beginning to relax a bit, or maybe it was too busy digesting the food to bother growling at me.

“I’m guessing the old man asked you to take some food somewhere, perhaps to a certain moon that might be currently under ‘military supervision?’” the woman asked as she made quote motions with her cybernetic limb.

“Perhaps,” Eve answered.

“Well, they’ve asked me to sell them some products as well. Since you are already making the drop. How about you hold my goods in your cargo bay and then hand them over when you get there?”

“What are the goods?” I asked.

“Medical supplies I have acquired from certain somebodies who wouldn’t be happy I was selling them to the Children of Rah,” the woman chuckled.

“Alloprize traded you medical supplies for food, and you are trading the supplies to the Children of Rah for… rhodium I am guessing?” I asked.

“You are smarter than you look, Marine. Just bring me the rhodium back and I’ll give you a cut.”

“Sounds like the same deal we got from Mr. Sampson,” I said.

“Good! So you’ll not have a problem with it, since you’ll be in the neighborhood, anyway.”

“Will you give us drop off coordinates?” Eve asked, and I immediately understood what the beautiful woman was suspecting.

“Of course, but let’s talk about payment first.” The cyborg reached over to the basket of rolls, pulled one out, and then sliced it open with a blade that sprung from her metal knuckles. Then she used the blade to butter the bread. “You looking for food? Starships need food and water. I’ve got plenty of mixed. How many kilos you looking for?”

“Three hundred,” I replied as I watched her clean off the knife attached to her hand.

“That’s it? How much can your baby hold? She’s a big girl.” Cynthia raised an eyebrow.

“We can hold five thousand,” Z replied with a shrug.

“Tell you what then, I’ve got a thousand for you upfront, and then another when you get back. Then I’ll give you a few kilos of rhodium. I’ll dust it right off the top so you can use it as currency. It’s more than fair, but I’ve got plenty of bounty to share,” the woman said as she nodded at the food on our plate.

I turned to look at Z, and the woman sniffed her nose before she took a giant bite of pork sausage. I’d only met the woman a few days ago, but I understood her expression enough to know she wanted to do the job.

Z and I both agree to this. Even if one of them betrays us, we will have enough food to last us for a year, and enough rhodium to hire a fine crew.

I opened my mouth to agree, but the woman interrupted me with a motion of her hand.

“I have another offer for you as well. Call it a bit of a side job. Feel free to say no, if you wish, but you might be interested in the payout.”

“Go ahead,” I said with a nod.

“Old Man Wayne is a cold fucker. He’s a bastard, and I’m gonna tell you right now that whatever deal you have with him will go sour as soon as you give him his rhodium.” The woman paused as if she was waiting for me to agree with her, but I said nothing.

“We will do our best at the work we take from anyone willing to trust us,” Eve said.

“Ehh. That’s a good answer. So here is the rub, when Wayne betrays you, go ahead and put him in the ground. I’ll pay you another thirty kilos of rhodium. Ya’ll be able to sell it and fly your ship for as many light years as you like.

“I understand your offer,” I said, “but we aren’t assassins. If what you say is true, and he does betray us, we will be quite vengeful.”

“I’d guessed that. Hence the food,” the woman said with a snicker. “I don’t want to be on your bad side. Anyways, do you accept my deal?

“Confirmed, we’ll transport your goods.” I almost thought about telling the woman we were still waiting on Wayne’s coordinates so we could plan our way into the planet, but then I held my tongue.

“That’s good news. I’ll begin my prep work then. Can y’all come by in twenty-four? I’ll have your mixed food and the delivery for my client.

“Confirmed,” I said.

“Oh, and one more thing I forgot to mention,” the woman said. “I’m sure you all are the most trustworthy of folk, but I’m sure you can understand why I might be a touch skeptical about your end.”

“Our end?” I asked.

“Ya see, you’ll be carrying quite a bit of rhodium on your ship, enough to maybe think about taking off to greener pastures. I’d like to say I’d eventually find ya and have vengeance, but the galaxy is a big place, and chances are I would never get ya.”

“We have no intention of betraying--”

“I know, but I’d like to have a group of my men come with. Just in case. Granted, you can say no, but then we’d have to part way right now, and I just hate leaving barbecue with an upset stomach. Don’t you?” The woman’s face upturned into a sinister smile.

“We would be fine to have your men on our ship,” Eve said. “We do not intend to betray you.”

“Good. So in twenty-four hours. We’ll meet back here. I’ll have your mixed, the delivery, and my men ready for you.”

“And the coordinates?” I asked.

“Huh?” Cynthia tilted her head.

“The coordinates. There is a whole blockade around the moon. We need to punch through it, land at the coordinates, deliver to your contact, and get out.”

“Ah, of course! I really like the way you said ‘punch through.’ It’s my style. I’ll have all that for you come tomorrow. Now,” the woman said as she stood. “I’ve got another piece of work to do. Go ahead and stay here. Eat as much as you want. Heck, we’ll give you some doggie-bags to take home. Then we can start tomorrow. Any questions?”

“We are good. As long as you give us the coordinates,” I said, and I caught Z’s barbecue sauce covered mouth harden.

“Will do. Talk to y’all tomorrow,” the cyborg said, and then she gave us a nod before she left the dining room.

The three of us looked at each other, then down at our food, and we continued to eat in silence.
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Space Witch - Chapter 6

“We are so getting double-crossed,” Z said with a sigh when the three of us got back on our shuttle.

“I could not read her thoughts, but it was apparent to me that she would not be happy unless we agreed to let her men accompany the package,” Eve said as she slid into the shuttle seat behind me.

We had finished our meal quickly, and the serving staff then presented us with a chocolate cake while they boxed up the remainder of our food. Z clutched the packages to her chest tightly, let out another long sigh, and plopped down into the copilot’s chair next to mine.

“At least I got one last meal. Damn, it was good. I’ve got a barbecue baby,” the hacker said as she wiggled the boxes of food that rested over her stomach. The woman was skinny, with small breasts and a tall lean frame, but she had probably eaten as much as I had during the meal.

“Lifting off,” I said as I pressed the buttons on the shuttle and brought the craft off the ground. It was still holding onto a tank of water, and I was happy we’d be able to at least complete one assignment. Part of me just wanted to flee this planet. We all had full stomachs, water, and we were alive.

I couldn’t help but feel Z was right, and our two employers did intend to double-cross us no matter what we did.

“We cannot run. We do need food, and we need to help the Children of Rah. We should focus our efforts on getting past the blockade,” Eve voiced her objections to my fears out loud.

“That’s going to be a bit of a pain. Even if we had a pilot, we need a navigator who understands Persephone’s scanners and map systems.”

“You got us here just fine,” I said as I finished angling the shuttle from the landing zone. I engaged the rear thrusters, and we began to move forward.

“Again, thanks for thinking I am awesome. It’s really nice. However, you keep misunderstanding how complicated this shit is. Let’s say we use a warpdrive and show up near this moon. They are gonna spot us with their scanners and then be ready for us. They will see us at the same time as we see them.”

“So how do we do it?” I asked.

“We need to arrive in the shadow of the planet, or another moon, then they won’t pick us up as easily and we can get a good scan of their position. Once we have that, then we can plan our entrance into the atmosphere and what have you.”

“Sounds like you know how to do it,” I said with a shrug. “Doesn’t sound hard.”

“Is he always like this?” Z laughed as she turned to Eve.

“He is our captain,” Eve said with a small laugh.

“Fine,” Z groaned. “I’ll start doing some math and shit when we get back to Persephone. Maybe I can figure it out.”

“There is no ‘maybe,’ you can do it. I believe in you,” I said to the blonde woman.

“Okay then. Uhh. I’ll do it then,” Z replied, and I saw her look down to the boxes of food in her hands.

There was silence for a few moments, and then the hacker opened her mouth. Closed it again and took a deep breath.

“What?” I asked.

“Oh, nothing. Uhhh. Well. I was thi--”

Her voice was cut off by the sound of an alarm screeching through the cabin of the shuttle. I looked down at the controls and saw three dots closing in on our location from behind.

“We’ve got missiles locked on us!” Z shouted and twisted in her chair so she could look at her own displays.

“Hold on!” I growled as I pushed on the accelerator. I felt my insides fight against the G forces of the shuttle, and I saw Z wrap her arms tighter around the food.

“Dive for the surface. Maybe we can lose them in the canyon,” Eve said as she pointed past my face toward the surface of the moon.

We were a good thousand kilometers into the air, and I tipped the nose down and pushed harder on the accelerator with hopes that I could squeeze every milliliter of juice out of the engine.

“Ahhhhhh!” Z screamed as our shuttle pointed almost straight down and dove toward the surface of the moon.

I had been in more surface drops than I could count, so the sensation of our sudden tumble didn’t bother me. What bothered me was that the three beeping missiles on our tail were getting a lot closer, and I guessed we only had a dozen seconds to get away.

There was a forest of trees below us. They looked like tall pines, and I spotted a break in the lay of them I thought I might be able to get through. I pressed the release for the water container the shuttle carried, twisted the craft on its side, and the prayed we’d be able to scrape across the trees without the branches ripping us to pieces.

“The barbecue! Noooo!” Z screeched. I was leaning the shuttle over at a ninety-degree angle, and she couldn’t hold onto the two of them in the middle of her stack. They both fell the length between us and smacked into my face.

“Damn it, Z!” I growled as the tree limbs scratched across the wings of the shuttle. I had sauce all over my face and in my eyes, but I didn’t want to take my hands off the controls. A single branch in the wrong spot could wrench the craft to the left or right, and we would be torn to pieces.

Just like one of the missiles behind us.

There was an explosion that filled my view with an orange backlight as I reached the end of the makeshift flight path through the forest, and I had to twist the controls around to level the shuttle before yanking the nose up.

“Oh, faaaaaccccccccccccckkkkk!” Z screamed as we clipped the top of the massive trees. The scraping sound convinced me that the bottom half of the craft had just been ripped off, but somehow we were somehow still flying, and I saw the canyon Eve first pointed at in front of us.

“Hold on,” I growled, punching the controls of the shuttle forward as soon as we crested the ledge. We dove again, and I almost immediately had to straighten out the nose. The bottom of the canyon in this spot wasn’t as deep as I had predicted, and I didn’t see the floor really give way for another half mile ahead of us.

“The missiles!” Z shouted again, and I risked a glance down at the radar. The beeping dots were almost on top of our location, and I guessed we had another two seconds before one of them hit us.

We were almost to the next lip of the canyon.

“Come onnnnnnnnn!” I growled through my teeth as I pushed down on the controls. I was a fraction of a moment too early, and the bottom of the shuttle bounced off the lip of the canyon and sent us back up into the air.

The missile didn’t bounce though, and it exploded when it slammed into the edge where we had just been.

“The water!” Eve actually shouted as her hand pointed past my head.

There was a lake up ahead, and its crystal blue waters were a sharp contrast to the frantic emotions sprinting through my nervous system. I couldn’t really push the shuttle to go any faster, so I made my best judgment on the straightest line there, and hoped that we could skirt the water’s surface.

“Shoot the laser array!” Eve shouted once more, and I followed her instructions immediately. The lasers blasted into the pristine waters of the blue lake, and a torrent of waves rose into the sky like a horrific tsunami.

I flew the shuttle right through the wave.

The craft slammed back as if I’d yanked on the reverse thrusters, and the rest of Z’s food boxes flew out of her hands. They smashed into the windshield of the shuttle at the same time as the missile crashed into the water behind us.

There was an explosion, and since I wasn’t dead. I yanked back on the throttle of the shuttle halfway before slamming it forward again. The nose of the craft was skipping over the water of the lake like a stone, and I angled the nose up a bit to bring us up without dipping the back end of the craft into the water.

“I can’t believe we are alive. Who shot missiles at us?” Z asked as she ran her hands over her chest.

“Someone that wanted to kill us,” I replied, then I took one hand off the controls and pointed at the dashboard in front of her. “Do any of those tell you what damage was done to the exterior? If the arms are fine, I want to go back and pick up the water tank.”

“Are you crazy? They are just going to shoot us with another trio of missiles.”

“We are far enough away from whoever fired them. We need the water, and I always complete my missions.” I stared into the blonde hacker’s eyes.

“Uhh, you have barbecue sauce like all over your face,” she winced as she looked at me.

“I know,” I growled.

“Want me to cle--”

“Z, how are the cargo arms?” I interrupted her.

“Okay,” she groaned as she pressed a few buttons on her control panel.

“I’m turning around,” I said as I banked the craft.

“Okay,” she pouted.

“And you are cleaning all this shit off from the inside of the shuttle,” I said.

“Okay. I saw that coming.” The hacker groaned once more, and Eve laughed.

“It is good to be alive,” the vampire said as she rested a hand on each of our shoulders.

“Yeah. Especially with a full stomach.” Z finally smiled.
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Space Witch - Chapter 7

“Any idea who wanted to shove three missiles up our ass?” Z asked as soon as we deposited the water into Persephone’s tanks.

“The same people that tried to kill us on the road,” I said.

“Yeah, but are they Wayne’s people, or Cynthia’s people?”

“A third party, I think. There is something else going on here,” I answered as I angled the shuttle into the top diamond bay of Persephone. The ship seemed to sense us approaching, or maybe Z had hit a button when I wasn’t looking, and the massive top hatch opened to let us inside.

“Why do you think it is a third group? I think it is both of them. Cynthia setup the bushwhack on the road, and Wayne knew you were visiting her after, and he doesn’t want us working for her.” Z moved her hand to the terminal and pressed a few buttons. “Bay hatch closing.”

“Rhodium is worth too much. They want us to bring it back. I’m worried about Wayne, though,” I said as I slid out of the leather pilot’s chair. There was a rib bone sticking out of one of the clasps of my armored vest, and I pulled it out with my fingers.

“Oh good, you saved one.” Z gave me a meek smile and opened one of the paper boxes so I could deposit the piece of food. “Why are you worried about Wayne?”

“He didn’t tell us that he wanted to guard the shipment of rhodium,” I said as I moved to the exit ramp of the shuttle.

“He thought we would return with it,” Eve said.

“But you also said he intended to betray us. It doesn’t add up correctly. A man who wants to betray us thinks we won’t betray him? How accurate are your powers?” I didn’t want to tell the beautiful woman I doubted her abilities, but it was apparent that both Samson and Jayhee were vipers.

“I understand your concern. As I explained before, I can read surface thoughts of most, and deeper thoughts if I spend more time with someone. Or if I have a connection with them,” Eve explained. “I could have read him wrong.”

“I’ll think about the jobs some more. Wayne said he will message us within the next eight hours with the delivery coordinates. I’m going to take a shower, change, and think more on this,” I told the two women.

“I’ll clean the shuttle,” Z said with a sigh.

“I will help you.” Eve smiled at the hacker and gestured to the bay. “But we’ll need to find cleaning supplies.”

“An adventure before the adventure. I can’t wait until we get a crew. Definitely need to hire a janitor, especially with the amount of bleeding that the captain does.” Z laughed.

“When you are done with the shuttle, work on the navigation,” I called over my shoulder as I walked out of the bay.

“Aye, Captain,” the hacker said, and even though I didn’t see her, I guessed she was giving me a salute.

I went to the elevator and took it up to the bridge. Once there, I walked into my room, turned on the shower, and started to strip off my clothes. Moments later I was under the spray of warm water and cleaning the sticky sauce and slick grease off my face and neck.

My thoughts drifted to the predicament we were in. The jobs were obviously traps, with betrayals at the end, but we did need the food, and the opportunity to get rhodium. My plan had originally been to make the drop-off on Gliese 876 - B-iv, take our cut of the metal from Wayne, drop it off before he could double cross us, and then blast to another system where we could sell the rhodium for food.

Taking the job from Cynthia complicated the plan. Sure, we would get the food upfront, but now we also had babysitters, and I imagined they intended to take Persephone from us on the return trip.

The beast inside of me just wanted to kill all of them. The monster didn’t want me to bother with these games. I had my woman. I had my ship. All I needed was their food, and I would be free to run through the galaxy.

I let out a long exhale and turned off the hot water. I didn’t know these Children of Rah, but Eve was right. They needed our help. I’d figure out a way to bring them their supplies, get out alive, and then not get stabbed in the back by either of the two ranchers.

Towels were hanging up in the bathroom, but I hit the dry button in the shower, and it air vented the space with warm air. The water from my body was pushed into the drain to be filtered and reused. Once I was dry I went to find clothes, but my choices were between the outfit stained with food, or the outfit I’d worn on our way to steal Persephone that was covered in my dried blood.

I guessed there were washing machines somewhere on the ship, but I didn’t really feel like walking around the empty halls naked looking for them, so I just put on my food stained clothes again. Then I walked out of my room to see if I could help Z and Eve with the cleanup.

As soon as I exited my room, a shiver descended my spine.

There was someone watching me.

I pulled my massive revolver from its holster and took a few steps to the end of my semi-private hallway. If someone was watching me, the only way they could do so was from the elevator placed between my area of this floor and the bridge. There was an emergency hatch at the other end of the hallway, but it was closed.

I leaned my head around the edge of the wall but didn’t see anything beside the elevator.

And a glow from the bridge.

I checked the far left side of the room and then ducked behind the wall of my hallway. It was possible that Eve and Z finished cleaning up the shuttle and were now working on the bridge, but only half an hour had passed since we parted. I doubted they had enough time to find the cleaning supplies, let alone finish with the shuttle.

I darted to the end of the elevator column and then leaned around the corner with my revolver out. It might have been the wrong weapon to use, but I might only be able to get one shot off at an intruder before they returned fire. The bullets contained in the five-shot cylinder of the weapon were the size of my thumb and would make short work of all but the thickest of body armor.

The glow was coming from the holographic map, but I didn’t see anyone sitting in the terminal chairs on either side of the map platform. The seats up by the captain’s chair were turned away from me, so I sprinted up to them as quietly as I could. I could move fast, even when I was not in my tiger-man form, and it only took me a few seconds to get there.

But I didn’t see anyone sitting.

“What the fuck?” I muttered as I turned around the room. It still felt like someone was watching me, and I turned my eyes up to the ceiling with a guess that someone might have attached themselves there. I was wrong though. No one was there.

I inhaled the air of the bridge and tried to identify if there was any alien scent. My nose wasn’t as powerful as when in my other form, but it was much better than normal humans. I only smelled the food stains on my clothes and the new leather, plastic, and metal scents of the ship.

I still held my revolver out, and I moved back to the long pedestal that showed the holographic map. We had turned the device off before we left, and it last displayed Gliese 876 - C and her moons.

Now it showed the slow spinning arms of the Milky Way. There was a green dot in one of the most distant limbs, but before I could touch the controls to zoom toward the icon, the map shifted, and a red circle appeared on the other side of the swirling mass.

“Hello?” I felt like an idiot calling out, but someone had just put new coordinates on the map, and there was no one standing here but me.

The map began to zoom in on the red circle. Within a few moments, it became apparent the target was the far smokey regions of the Scrutum-Crux Arm. I watched the map twist as it zoomed into a lone solar system where two red supergiant suns spun around each other. Between the two stars were a trio of planets that seemed to be caught in a tug of gravity which prevented them from orbiting either of the twin suns. The three planets did spin though, and the map circled the one which appeared to be in the middle.

Red numbers began to flow down the side of the hologram. They were only 1’s and 0’s, and I took a step away as the numbers poured over the map until everything glowed crimson. I couldn’t understand the binary code, and I reached my hand out toward the controls of the map to see if there was a way I could pause the blood-like pour.

“Captain?” I heard Z’s voice call from the elevator, and I turned to see her step out from around the column.

“Do you know what this means?” I looked at her and pointed at the map.

“What means?” she asked.

“These numbers in red. Binary right? Were you controlling the map?”

“Uhhh, no. What are you talking about?”

“The map here, these red--” I stopped mid sentence when I turned back to the map.

It was fixed on our position orbiting Gliese 876 -C-ii.

“You okay? Your face looks all kinds of white,” Z asked as she stood next to me.

“Where is Eve?” I asked.

“She’s putting away all the cleaning supplies. Took us about an hour to find the storage. We also found some suits. They look really cool and you can set armor and utility belts on them. She’s going to bring up a couple of boxes for us, said you didn’t have any clothes that were clean.”

“Took you an hour to find the cleaning supplies?” I asked.

“Well, we found the suits and got a bit distracted. I figure Wayne will be reaching out to us at any moment, and I didn’t think you’d be able to figure out how to turn on the communication equipment without my help.”

“You finished cleaning the shuttle?” The hair on the back of my neck was standing on end.

“Yeah. Uhh. Took us a few hours. I think we should have a ‘no food on the shuttle’ policy moving forward. It was a mess and I--”

“It’s been three hours since we got back to Persephone?” I tried to keep my voice calm.

“Well, probably more like four. You’ve been on the bridge the whole time? I kind of thought you would have taken a nap or--”

There was a chime sound from the far side of the bridge, and Z nodded toward the captain’s chair. We both walked away from the holographic map, and the blonde hacker slid into one of the chairs next to mine.

“I think it is Wayne. You want it on screen or just audio?” the young woman asked.

“Audio to start.”

“Okay, three, two, and --” Z paused to voice the last number of the countdown before she pressed the button.

“This is Adam,” I answered.

“Hey, partner. Wayne Sampson here. How did the talk go with Cynthia Jayhee?” The cowboy appeared on the screen. He was sitting in his office with his boots up on the table.

“We are still alive and still wish to take your job. Do you have the information for your contact?” I asked.

“Ya. What did the rust bucket say to you?” he asked.

“Do you mean Cynthia?”

“Yep. See, I would have thought that she might have told you that you should be working for her, and not for me. Guess I’m surprised you are still alive, is all.”

“She kidnapped one of my crew, but she apologized for it and fed us,” I said carefully. I didn’t know how much information I wanted to give the man.

“All it takes is some food to win you over? Ha!” He slapped his knee. “You should have told me so!”

“If you recall, you are paying us in food, as well as a percentage of the rhodium we bring back. Speaking of that, do you have the information to relay with your contact? We need to plan our delivery.”

“Well now. I do, but I’m not so sure I’m willing to work with someone in the good graces of Cynthia Jayhee. You mind me asking why she let you all go?”

“She asked us to do some work for her that doesn’t conflict with your job.”

“Listen, Adam. Maybe I need to warn you a bit more about that woman. She’s the kinda person who eats nails at breakfast and shits out screws by lunch. Any deal you do with her isn’t going to end well for y’all.”

“I’ll keep that in mind. I am looking for honest work for my crew. I’d like to make your delivery, return your bounty to you, and receive the payment we agreed upon. You seem like you are a man of your word, and I am as well.”

The smile dropped from Wayne’s face, and he nodded a few times. Then he opened his mouth to speak, but it looked like he just hadn’t expected my reply.

“Been awhile since someone has shot me straight. You don’t have your screen on though,” the old cowboy finally said. I motioned for Z to turn the video feed on, and I saw my bust displayed on the corner of my screen.

“You have the relay info for your contact? I want to do this work, get paid, and then continue on my way,” I said as I stared into his eyes.

“It’s on code 889.432.321.43.532 band B. The encryption key is Alpha, Omega, Theta, 4532. I told them you’d be pinging them within the next hour,” he said as he read the numbers off a paper in his hands. “You got it?”

“Confirmed,” I said as Z finished dancing her fingers across her keyboard and gave me the thumbs up.

“Well, shit. This is a change of events,” the man smirked and shook his head.

“What do you mean?” I asked.

“Well, son. This won’t be easy on you, your crew, or your ship. I’m hoping you make it back.”

“And you weren’t before?” I chuckled.

“Oh I was, but I was doubtful. Now I’m pulling for you. Not just because of the rhodium either. As I said, been a while since someone shot me straight. Ping me when you are ready to come pick up the delivery, and I’ll have it prepared for ya.” The cowboy nodded and reached his hand over his desk to lie on his terminal board.

“Will do. Thanks for the work,” I said, and I wondered if this meant that the man wouldn’t try to betray us.

“Sure. I’ll see ya when you come to pick it up.” The man pressed a button, and the screen flashed to black.

“Huh,” Z said.

“What?”

“If I didn’t know any better, I’d say he likes you.” Z turned around in her chair to smirk at me. “You are kind of charming, in an ‘I’m going to punch my fist through anything that isn’t polite to me’ kind of way.”

“Is there a surveillance system on the bridge?” I changed the subject.

“Uhh, like what do you mean?” The blonde woman tilted her head a bit with confusion.

“Cameras that record what is happening on the bridge,” I explained.

“Maybe. You should look through the manual.” Her lips upturned into a shit-eating smile.

“Ha.”

“Oh, come on. That was clever. I deserve more than a token laugh,” she said.

“I’ve brought gifts,” Eve’s voice drifted through the bridge, and I turned in my plush leather chair to see the beautiful woman walk past the map display. She was carrying a cardboard box.

“Uniforms?” I asked.

“Yes. They are of an interesting design.” Eve set down a box and then pulled out what looked like a long sleeved unitard.

“I do not know what the material is. Perhaps you do?” the dark-haired beauty asked as she handed me the suit.

“No,” I replied as I touched the cloth. “It is thin though. Looks like something a dancer would wear. Is this mine?”

“Yes. The boxes were marked male or female. No sizes. I believe it will expand to fit your skeletal structure. It might even shift when you change your form.”

“Ohhhh, that is useful.” I pulled on the cloth a bit, and it seemed to flex without ripping. “As I said before. It looks thin. I suppose I could wear it as underwear under my jeans and shirt, but then what is the point?”

“Look at these designs,” she said as she pulled another suit out of the box. “Electrical patterns. I think it can be synced to hold armor. We saw plates of various shapes in the room where we found these boxes. I believe these are base layers to an outfit that can be custom set depending on the mission. Will you try one on for us?” Her red eyes met mine, and she made a half smile.

“Right now?”

“Your clothes are stained,” she pointed out.

“I’ll start pinging this relay. Might take us a few minutes to get through to them,” Z said. “You’ve got time.”

“Why do I have the feeling you both just want to see me in this skin tight outfit?” I let out a laugh as I stood from the chair.

“Because we both want to see you wearing a skin tight outfit,” Z said with a smirk. “You are quite handsome and have lots of muscles. I’m just going to plug away at this relay. Don’t mind me,” Z said as she turned away from us.

“Don’t forget the naviga--”

“I’ve got that too, and I clean the shuttles, and I pilot the ship, and I’m probably going to do your laundry.” Z turned back to me. “So I’d like to see a good looking guy wearing his space suit. Okay?”

“Confirmed.” I laughed and then walked back to my room. I spared a glance at the floating map as I passed, but there was no evidence of the strange twin-star solar system, or the blood-like numbers dripping down the floating image. Had I imagined it? I doubted it, but then again, there was a possibility that I needed some kind of drug the scientists gave me to keep living, and my mind was starting to crumble.

I didn’t want to think about my future too much. I’d saved Eve, and we now had a ship. I was grateful for my freedom, and I would do as the woman asked.

I’d try to help as many people as I could.

I would atone for all the mistakes I’d made, and when my death did come, I’d know that I had paid all my debts. Not everyone got a second chance at claiming honor.

The suit was tight, but it seemed to settle after a few moments. There was actually some padding around the crotch area so I didn’t feel like I was practically naked. It was made of gray and black cloth, with the black parts making designs which lay across the leg and arm parts almost like tiger stripes. The coincidence was somewhat odd, but I recalled Eve insisting this was the ship that spoke to her.

I also noticed strange bands on the sides of each limb, and I ran my fingers over the material on my arms, shoulders, and hips. I found a series of buttons on the left sleeve, and I pressed one of them with my finger. The bands lit up with a blue light, and my room was instantly illuminated with a glow.

“That is useful,” I muttered as I pressed the button again. Then the lights started to flash an SOS signal, and then another press of the button turned them off.

I cycled through the other buttons. One made the suit heat up a good twenty degrees. Another button made it cool down so that I began to shiver. I couldn’t see where the powerpack for the suit was located, so I guessed it was using radiation technology.

Three of the buttons didn’t seem to do anything, but I guessed we’d figure them out once we finished reading the ship manual. I put my boots back on, buckled my gun belts around my hips, and then walked back into the bridge.

“You look handsome,” Eve said as her red eyes seemed to drink me in.

“Thank you,” I said. I’d never felt particularly shy around women, but Eve wasn’t a woman. She was a dark goddess that had saved my life.

“Wow.” Z’s mouth opened, and her cheeks turned red. Then the woman looked back to her terminal and continued to speak. “Yeah. I like it. Okay, since the captain is wearing his uniform. I’ll put mine on.” The blonde hacker moved to stand, but then there was another chime from the terminals surrounding us.

“That’s the response through the relay. Should be the Children of Rah people. I’ll put it on screen.” Z drummed her fingers across her keyboard and then I saw the screen flash.

“This is Jatal Coorhar. I’m replying to an ‘Adam’ on the starship Persephone. Do you copy?” The screen wasn’t showing a video.

“This is Adam. I’m captain of the Persephone. Heard you are expecting a delivery. Can you confirm?”

Z raised her hand. “I just muted. We are sending encrypted signals back and forth between solar system relay satellites. It will probably take a few minutes for him to reply.”

“Got it,” I said, and the hacker pressed another button on her screen to turn the mute off.

“Got your signal Persephone. Confirmed. We are expecting a delivery from two friends. Both mentioned your name independently. Please confirm.” The man’s accent was somewhat familiar, and I wondered if he or his family had come from the Jupiter region.

“What is with you guys and ‘confirmed’? You sound like robots or something,” Eve chuckled after she hit the mute key, and I shot her a frown before she pressed the button again.

“Yes. We’ll have two shipments for you. I’m glad you’ve filled in the blanks for me. I was unsure if you were getting both, or if there were two contacts. Can you give me the state of the blockade?” I asked.

We waited for a minute or so for the response to come back.

“They’ve got five circling. Three hundred meter carrier class escorted by two one hundred and forty destroyers and two one hundred and ten-meter frigate class. I’m sending you the plotted data of their orbit as well as the location of our drop point. Please confirm when your navigator has figured out an entry window.”

“It will take me awhile to figure out this data. I know I said earlier that it is just math, but I’ve never done it before,” Z said as she stared at her screen.

“I understand. I’m going to reply to him. Open communications again,” I ordered.

“Opened.”

“We will need to plot. Please provide more detail about the situation on the ground and in orbit,” I said.

“They have eight hundred infantry plus two hundred drones on the ground. We’ve got a few thousand, but only about fifty drones, not enough weapons, and no food. So your deliveries will help. We think their ships are just manned with a skeleton crew. You might be able to squeak by with a larger window than you think.”

I sat back and did the math in my head. It was possible Jatal was correct, and almost everyone on the five ships was on the ground. It seemed like it would be a foolish move, but what if Alloprize’s plan had been one of swift conquest, and they were betting that no other megacorp would come into the solar system and try to vulture?

“How long has the conflict lasted?” I asked.

“Six and a half Earth months. Morale is low. Your delivery will help. Alloprize is trying to punch above their weight. Those five starships are their entire fleet. If we can last another few months, they will have to re-supply. Then we can build some fortifications, get more food, and last another year. This is our home, and they’ve come here as slavers.”

I looked at Eve, and the vampire’s jaw was tense. Her eyes met mine, and I knew that she wanted to do more than deliver these people supplies. She wanted to crush their oppressors.

“We’ll send you another transmission when we have plotted our entrance. Standby,” I said, and then I motioned for Z to end the communication.

“We must help them more,” Eve whispered the words I expected.

“I know, but how?”

“Can we destroy some of their ships?” the beautiful woman asked.

“No. Maybe if we had a full crew and pilots, and they really did have only a skeleton crew on the boats, but engaging five of them now with just us is suicide.”

“I guessed that,” Eve nodded. “Perhaps there is something else we can do. Maybe against their ground forces.”

“It’s possible, but let’s work on the first part of our job first.” I turned to the skinny blonde woman. “How long will it take you to plot the course?” I asked.

“At the earliest? Four or five hours,” Z said.

“That long?”

“You are driving me crazy kitty-boy,” Z put her fingertips on the bridge of her nose and closed her eyes.

“Do your best. I believe you can figure it out in an hour, and while you are learning about the ship, I want the video surveillance footage of the bridge for the last few hours.”

“Why?” Eve asked.

“Let’s take a walk,” I answered her as I stood from the leather chair. Eve rose from her seat with unnatural grace, and I pointed back to my suite.

“I’ll be here. Working. Have fun.” Z raised one of her hands and made a wave with her fingers.

“I will return to help you. I don’t understand these controls as well as you, Z, but I feel Persephone’s joy that we are on board, and she will help us.”

Z looked up from her screen and blinked at the both of us a few times before she smiled. “Sometimes, for a few seconds, I forget I’m on a spaceship with a tiger-man and a vampire. The universe is way stranger than I ever thought, so if you say the ship is talking to you, I’ll believe you.”

“Thank you.” Eve smiled at the blonde woman, and then we both walked toward my room.

“I felt a presence on the bridge earlier,” I said once we had entered my room.

“Oh? Explain.”

“I felt as if someone was watching me. I walked to the bridge, and the map showed me a solar system on the far side of the Milky Way. There were three planets trapped between the gravity pull of two red supergiants. Then the map began to fill with red text of ones and zeros.”

“Hmmm,” the beautiful woman put a finger to her lips, and I tried to keep my eyes away. I recalled the kiss we had shared after I first woke up, and I resisted the urge to pull her into my arms again. Eve must have sensed my thoughts because she smiled wide and her eyes met mine.

“You excite me also, Adam.”

“Sure it isn’t just the suit?” I asked as I gestured to my outfit.

“Oh, I am sure some of it is the suit.” She laughed. “I am considering what you have told me. She has a soul. She is alive. Can you feel her around us? She is happy we are her crew. She is happy you are her captain.”

“You mean Persephone? How can she be alive? It’s a starship. A machine.”

“Are we not machines? Made of flesh and bone, but our brains are powered by electricity. I believe she was speaking to you.”

“If she was speaking to me, what was she trying to say?” I asked as a shiver of cold ran down my spine. The beast in my stomach didn’t understand my fear, and it wanted to take control so that it could kill.

“I am unsure. Perhaps if Z finds the video, I can watch it. I can only think of two options,” Eve said with a nod.

“Which are?”

“She wants you to go there. Or, she is warning you not to.”
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Space Witch - Chapter 8

I had been right, and Z ended up figuring out a series of entry points into the atmosphere of Gliese 876 - B’s moon within an hour. The nearest window was twelve hours from now, and I sent a transmission to Cynthia to see if she could have the delivery, and our first payment of mixed, ready in nine hours. She said she liked my “go get ‘em attitude” and would have everything ready by then. She also gave me her contact’s relay information, and it matched the codes Wayne gave me earlier.

Wayne also replied that he would have the delivery ready by then, and I began to feel better about working with both of them. Sure, they were both probably going to betray me, but Eve would be able to learn from the guards Cynthia sent aboard Persephone, and we would deal with them knowing we had honor on our side. Then I could just do a flyby drop off with Wayne and not worry about getting the food from him, or the potential of a double cross.

When Z finished setting up the communications, she said that she was going to work on getting my surveillance footage, but the young woman was also yawning every few seconds, and she was having problems holding her head up, so I told her to grab some sleep. I wanted Eve to be able to see the map, but it could wait. The planet between the two red stars was a good ninety thousand light years away from us, and a day of work on other projects wasn’t going to change much in the grand scheme of travel. I didn’t know exactly how long it would take us to get to the other side of the galaxy, but it would probably be over two hundred years if we only used the hyperdrive.

Could the folding drive take us there? I didn’t really want to use it, since we didn’t really know exactly how it worked at the moment. Even though we all lived through the first experience, I didn’t know if that would be the case if we used it a second time.

Eve had decided to rest also, and I found myself exploring our new vessel alone for a few hours. It took me two passes through each of the hallways to get the feel of the design, but I was soon familiar with the sickbay, crew quarters, passenger quarters, galley, mechanic’s shop, recreation room, gymnasium, hold, and the brig. I finally found the engine rooms and spent some time examining the physical atmosphere thrusters, the ion space thrusters, hyperdrive engines, and warpdrive engines. I knew that the warpdrive wasn’t working, but my uneducated eyes couldn’t decipher what was wrong with it by just looking at the massive chunk of metal, intake, tubes, and computer screens. We definitely needed an engineer, and I was going to guess the man or woman would need to be extremely talented since the engines were all brand new.

I couldn’t find the entrance to the room where the folding drive was kept.

I circled the various engine rooms, looked at all the doors, and even searched the walls and ceilings for a latch that would have taken me to the room with the drive. I didn’t see one, and if Z hadn’t used the thing to teleport us out of the Trappist - 1 system, I would have thought Persephone didn’t have one of the experimental drives.

I eventually gave up. Z, or our future engineer, would find the machine, and then I’d be able to take a look at it. I decided that I wanted to go inspect the damaged shuttlecraft, so I walked away from the engine rooms and into the bays.

The ship had two shuttles, three manned fighter craft, and half a dozen smaller drones that could be launched into space. The bay actually had room for probably twice the craft inside, but I imagined it would be expensive to buy any more, so we were probably going to be playing with only these toys for the rest of our journeys.

I walked over to the shuttle we had taken down to the moon and went to check its underbelly for the damage I’d done when I bounced it off the canyon floor. I couldn’t see any damage to the bottom of the metal there, nor could I see any scrapes on the paint from where we’d gone through the forest.

“Maybe they had moved it to the other spot,” I muttered to myself as I walked over to the other shuttle. This one didn’t have any marks or dents on the underside, and I returned to the original craft even more puzzled.

The ramp was down, so I walked inside and sat down in the pilot’s chair. Despite the scent of cleaning solution, I could still faintly smell the sweet, smoky smell of the leftover food Z spilled. This was the right shuttle. Why wasn’t the exterior damaged?

I walked out again and carefully examined the wings and underbelly. The paint and metal showed no sign of damage. It looked brand new, almost as if it had never been flown.

What in the hell was going on? Had Eve and Z found a way to fix the dents and repaint the dark gray surfaces? I turned around in the bay but found no evidence of any repairing equipment nearby.

A shiver ran down my spine, and I turned to look across the launch platform. It felt as if someone were watching me again, but there was no one else here but me.

“Persephone?” I felt like an idiot for whispering the ship’s name, but Eve’s words were leaking into my beliefs. I was a weretiger, Eve was a vampire. None of those things should be possible, but here we were. Was our ship alive? I would have never believed it possible, but perhaps Elaka Nota had put an artificial intelligence on board.

There was no answer to my question, and the feeling of someone watching me faded a few moments later.

I went back into the shuttle and grabbed the extra rifles that I’d taken from the corpses of the men who tried to bushwhack us. Then I went up to the bridge and got the bag with the rest of our guns. I took it all into the armory and spent the next few hours servicing the weapons, organizing them on the hangers, and trying to figure out how the armor pieces I found fit onto the skin tight suit I wore.

The armor was made of strange metal plates painted to match the design of the suit that I wore. The metal was lightweight, somewhat flexible, and could be attached to the base suit with a series of harnesses and magnets. I discovered one of the buttons on the sleeve of the suit could actually activate the magnets, and the armored plates attached to me like a second skin, or more like a third skin since they were really attached the skin tight suit I wore.

“It looks wonderful on you,” Eve said from behind me.

“Thanks. I thought you were sleeping?” I turned around and felt the air leave my body with a woosh sound. The beautiful woman was wearing her own gray and black suit now. It hugged her body perfectly, and the sight made my heart skip a few beats. It wasn’t just the tightness of the uniform; I’d seen plenty of women wearing less clothing and not felt such desires. It was because Eve was now the only woman I wanted.

“I did sleep, and now I am rested. I’m glad you like the outfit. I feel as if they are gifts from Persephone.”

“Thank you, Persephone,” I said with a laugh.

“You have organized the armory.” She pointed at the hanging guns on the wall behind me.

“Yeah. There is much more room for weapons. There are fifty of these boxes with the armor plates in them,” I said as I pointed to room’s corner. “We can outfit eighty people with full kits. Perhaps more.”

“I agree. There is more than enough space for them on Persephone. Imagine what we could do with such a force of like-minded men and women? We could help so many people.” Eve smiled at me, and the gesture made my heart slow its excited beating.

“We’ll start with these Children of Rah,” I said.

“Yes. I see the plan in your mind. I believe it will work well to protect us from a double cross.” Eve had walked into the armory and was sorting pieces of armor from the tower of boxes. There were spots to put them in the equipment lockers, but I hadn’t bothered to start the project.

“I hope it does. We really need a crew. Speaking of that, did you or Z repair the shuttle?”

“No?” Eve looked over her shoulder at me, and I tried to keep my eyes from the best parts of her backside.

“The--”

“Ahhh. That is strange. No, we did not repair it. In fact, Z was quite worried you’d be upset about the damage.” Eve turned around and tapped her finger on her chin.

“Having a conversation with a mind reader is bizarre.” I let out a chuckle.

“Sorry,” she said with a shrug. “If you prefer, I can wait for you to finish speaking before I reply.”

“That’s fine. Back to the shuttle, what do you think?”

“It is Persephone. She is our guardian. I’m sure there are repair drones she activated.”

“Ahh. Repair drones make sense; the ship activating them does not.”

“Not believing in something does not make it untrue.” She stepped toward me, and my pulse began to quicken again.

“Believing in something doesn’t mean that it is true,” I said with a soft chuckle.

I held out my arms, and the woman stepped into my embrace. The scent of her black hair filled my senses, and the sensation of her body pressed against mine relaxed the beast in my soul.

“It is all we have though. When I was alone in the tank, I prayed for a savior. I believed someone would come for me. You did. Now I believe we will do the same for others. I believe our ship has a soul and wants to help us. I believe that you love me. Are those things all true? I want them to be, just as much as I wanted to escape my enslavers, just as much as you wanted to escape your enslavers.” She pulled out of my arms a bit and raised her red eyes to look into mine.

“Will you tell me more about you? I want to know everything,” I said.

“Yes, but it will soon be time for the next part of our mission. I will tell you more afterward. It will be a good way to pass the time as we travel to the next solar system.”

“It is time already? I must have gotten a bit distracted by the guns and the armor,” I said with a laugh.

As if on cue, Z’s voice came over the intercom in the room.

“Captain, please report to the bridge. Ahhh, Eve too. Errr thanks? Is that how I’m supposed to do it? I’ve only seen the television shows.”

“Be right there,” I replied back, but I didn’t know if the woman heard me.

Eve and I walked to the elevator and then took it to the bridge. We didn’t say anything during the brief walk, but the vampire woman held my right hand with her left, and she smiled joyfully at me when I looked at her.

Her attitude was a bit infectious.

“There you are! I couldn’t find you!” Z exclaimed as soon as we stepped on the bridge. The blonde hacker was standing by the map display with her arms crossed. She was wearing the skin tight uniform, and her cheeks flushed when I looked at her.

“It looks good on you,” I said.

“Thanks. It’s better than the stripper outfit. Still kind of feel naked, but that’s just because I’m used to wearing baggy clothing.”

“You have a wonderful body, Z. I enjoy looking at your form,” Eve said.

“Well, thanks. I guess,” the blonde hacker said as she uncrossed her arms. The front of the women’s suit showed a bit of cleavage, but I kept my eyes on the map.

“This our course?” I asked as I pointed at the unfamiliar planet and its moons. Five spaceships were circling around one of the moons, and I guessed that it was the blockade.

“Maybe. I took the historical orbit pattern Jatal gave us and did a hypothetical model for what it would look like if they continue around the moon as planned. The idea is that we spring up here,” Z ran her fingers on keyboard and the map spun a bit so we couldn’t see the five ships. Then an image of Persephone appeared and then immediately plummeted into the atmosphere of the moon.

“That looks easy enough,” I said to the blonde woman. “Good job. I knew you could do it.”

“Yeah.” Z let out a little laugh. “It wasn’t as hard as I thought it would be. I just had to access Persephone’s map charts and then run some plotting scenarios. She’s got all the logic ready. Oh, but also, this is probably not going to work, and we’ll all die.”

“What do you mean?” I asked.

“So it will take us like two-tenths of a second to get there with our hyperdrive. That is kind of the danger with using faster than light technology. I’m plotting our course, but I’m still totally blind. We could come out of the hyperspace at the location I picked, and the other five ships could have changed their course. They could be waiting for us with their guns ready. Or one could be right in the spot I’m plotting our entrance, and we’ll ram each other into smithereens.”

“Can you have us plot farther out of the orbit of the planet? Eve asked as she pointed to a spot on the map a bit further away than where Z had us appearing.

“Yeah, but then those five fuckers might notice us, and they could intercept before we break atmosphere.”

“But can they catch us? Persephone’s thrusters are fast,” I said.

“How are we going to get off the planet? This course I’m plotting has us sneaking in while their blockade is on the other side. We land Persephone at the drop off point, give these people their shit, take the rhodium, and then get the hell off before the Alloprize fleet can circle back around. I know you like punching people in the face with your shotgun bullets, but this is much safer.”

“It’s a good plan,” I said with a nod. “I don’t want to fight if we don’t have to.”

“It is a good plan unless they aren’t on the other side of the moon. If they aren’t, we are going to get all sorts of dead. Even if we pull off the first part, and make the drop-off, we could only have a few minutes. Hence my hesitation.” She shrugged.

“Have a second course plotted, so we can run if we encounter them,” I said.

“Thought about that. The hyperdrive needs a bit of time to spin up. We could use the warpdrive, but it isn’t working, and I haven’t had a chance to figure out why.”

“We could use the folding drive,” Eve suggested.

“Ahhh, no. Well, I guess we could, but it kind of creeps me out. We all fell unconscious last time. I’d have to plot us back where we started, and we would be open to attack if they followed us there.”

“So, if they are waiting for us, our only choice is to fight,” I said.

“Hey Captain Tiger Space Marine, I’d still like to use the hyperdrive, we’ll just be getting pounded while we get the thing going. It still sounds better than fighting.”

“You can pilot Persephone, I’ll take the drones, and Adam the guns, if we must fight,” Eve said.

“Jeeze. I feel like you two solve all your problems by shooting them in the face.” Z laughed.

A chime sound came across the bridge, and the three of us walked to Persephone’s display screen.

“It’s Wayne,” Z said after she plopped down in one of the plush leather chairs.

“On screen,” I ordered.

“I’m ready for you. Go ahead and set your bird down on the north end of the property. I’ve got a spot cleared for her,” the cowboy said.

“We are going to bring our shuttle. We don’t need a lot of space,” I replied.

“Gonna be a tight fit in your shuttle. Your starship is small enough to land in the atmosphere right?” He took his boots off his table and leaned forward to peer into the screen.

“How large is the delivery?” I asked.

“Five thousand kilos.”

“What are the dimensions?” I glanced over at Eve, and the vampire woman gave me a slightly pensive look.

“It’s a shipping crate of mixed. Dried and preserved. Three by three and twelve meters long.”

“Our shuttle can carry it. We’ll be there in a few minutes,” I said.

“Suit yourself. As long as we get it to them and you bring the rhodium back, I’m not going to tell you how to do your job.” Wayne smiled, and it looked like his weathered face was about to crack.

“Confirmed. See you soon,” I said to the man. Then I nodded to Z, and the hacker cut the transmission.

“You want me here or in the shuttle?” she asked after she pressed the button.

“In the shuttle. Grab your guns, put on some armor. It’s time to get to work,” I said to my friends.

The women nodded, and we made our way to the armory.
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Space Witch - Chapter 9

Fifteen minutes later I was piloting the shuttle over the shipping crate set out on Wayne’s property. I saw the old cowboy and his son on the balcony of his property, and they both raised their hands to greet us.

“I’m making the pickup,” I said over the transponder.

“We see ya,” Wayne replied.

“You don’t know anything about people trying to shoot us down with missiles, do you?” I asked as the arms of the shuttle grappled with the sides of the container.

“Eh?”

“After we had finished talking to Cynthia, we were returning to our ship, and someone shot a trio of missiles at us. They weren’t military grade, so we were able to escape. We’ll be departing for good once we drop off your rhodium, so I’m not too concerned, but if you have any thoughts about who it is, I’d like to know.”

“Ahh. I’m not too familiar with such things,” Wayne said, and I was positive he was lying. “Maybe you can come land for a bit, and we can talk about it for a spell. I’d be interested in knowing what exactly happened.”

“We’ll make your delivery first. Let’s hope no one decides to shoot us out of the sky. We’ll talk later.” The arms of the shuttle finished locking on the crate, and I pulled it off the ground.

“Fair enough. Godspeed to you,” Wayne replied.

“See you soon,” I said as I nodded to Z. She pressed a button on the terminal and then shot me a sour expression.

“That fucker was the guy who shot the missiles at us. Wasn’t he?”

“I am pretty sure of it now. I thought it might have been a third party, but now--”

“Persephone is worth more than our delivery of rhodium,” Eve finished for me.

“Yes, but you didn’t think he intended to steal her when we first spoke to him?” I asked the beautiful vampire.

“No, he wasn’t thinking of that, but he might have not had time to scan the atmosphere. Once he did, his plans changed.”

“Assholes everywhere.” Z sighed. “You really think there is food in this container? I think that we’ve got a bunch of Wayne’s cowboys hidden inside.”

“Could be,” I replied.

“Then we’ve got Cynthia’s goons that are going to board. This just seems like loads of bad ideas. Worse case, they kill us and hijack the ship.”

“Could be,” I replied.

“You don’t seem concerned, which is concerning since I’m really concerned.” Z let out a sigh.

“They don’t know we have military drones on board that are piloted by one of the best hackers in the galaxy. They don’t know there is a woman who can read minds and control their bodies. They also don’t know about me.” I shrugged.

“You make valid points, Captain.” Z chuckled. “But I’m concerned about trying to fly Persephone while I also pilot drones.”

“I will tell the disposition of these men when I see them,” Eve said. “I can also feel for life inside of the container. If there is none, then we can rest assured that it is as Wayne explained.”

“Alright. Maybe I’m just nervous because of--”

“Your reasons are valid. You are an equal member of our team, and we want you to express your worries freely,” Eve interrupted her.

“I’m going to set this in the hold. Z, can you open it up?” I asked as we left the atmosphere of the moon and flew toward Persephone.

“Aye Captain,” Z said as she pressed some buttons on her terminal. The back hatch of the manta ray looking starship spread open like a camera shutter, and we flew the shuttle inside.

“Let’s check it out, and then go make the pickup with Cynthia,” I instructed the women after I had set the container down and then landed the shuttle in the hold.

The three of us walked out of the craft and circled the container. Eve closed her eyes for a bit as she ran her hands along the edges, and she shook her head after she made a complete circle.

“I do not sense life inside,” she said.

“Good. Let’s crack it open and see what is inside.” I pointed at the digital lock on the exterior while I looked at Z.

“Sure,” she said as she pulled a cord out of her belt pouch.

Half a minute later she had the lock cracked, and we all readied our rifles. I gave the nod to Z, and she pressed the button to open the door. It did so with a hiss, and we were met with a wall of packed food.

“Looks like he didn’t intend to double-cross us,” Z said after we studied the packaged food for a few moments.

“He might still want to double cross us, but this looks fine.” I lowered my weapon and then pushed the door back closed. Z pressed a few buttons on the lock, and it sealed shut.

“Cynthia’s pickup next?” the hacker asked.

“Confirmed, but Eve and I will go. Stay on the bridge. Lock the elevator, and have the combat drones ready in the bay,” I instructed.

“You sure? What if they attack you while you are there?” Z didn’t look happy with my order.

“Then we’ll kill them, or they will kill us, and you can destroy them when they reach Persephone. Then you can kill Cynthia.” I shrugged. “I just want you ready in case they try something once we get on board.”

“I understand, but keep the transponders open okay? Otherwise, I’ll chew all my nails off waiting for you both to return.”

“We will,” Eve replied, and then I walked back onto the shuttle with the dark-haired woman.

Fifteen minutes later we were hovering over Cynthia’s property. There were two cargo crates set out on the flat part of the property in front of the estate, and a spot cleared for us to land next to them. There were also eight men wearing heavy combat armor standing at attention behind Cynthia, and the woman gestured for us to land.

“I’ve got your video feed up on my display. There is a bit of a lag, but I’m suddenly thankful that I’m on the ship.” Z’s voice came across the transponder.

“Yeah. That is a lot of men, and their equipment looks expensive.” I turned to Eve and gestured to the rear of the shuttle. “Stay hidden and let me know if you can sense their intentions.”

“I will.” She gave me a half-smile that showed her fangs, and then she moved to the rear of the craft.

I set the shuttle down on the ground and then took my time walking to the ramp door. I pressed the button to bring the ramp down and then stopped it when the door was only part of the way open.

“You’re right on time! You gonna open the door?” I heard Cynthia call.

I peeked my head part of the way out of the shuttle opening and saw that the group had approached within ten meters of where the ramp would extend.

“Your boys are packing some heavy equipment,” I yelled.

“Yeah. So?”

“So?” I shouted. Then I looked to Eve and shrugged.

“The amount of rhodium you are getting out of this deal is rather valuable. I need to know you all aren’t going to blast off with it,” Cynthia called. “You said you were okay with taking some of my boys on board.”

I am picking up surface thoughts from the men. Most just think they will escort us. One of the men believes that they will take our ship once we’ve made the delivery.

“Sorry, Cynthia. I am no longer comfortable with the agreement. I thought you were going to have a few of your cowboys with us. Those men are wearing heavy armor and holding military grade assault rifles.”

“Sounds like you are going back on our deal,” she growled.

“I would like the job, but I would also like to keep my ship. Can we adjust the deal?” I asked as I peered around the edge of the door.

“Well, see the thing is, probably not. I’ve got a missile launcher right here. You escaped them the first time, but you won’t have enough speed to get away this time. Tell ya what, you do this delivery, bring my rhodium back to me, and I’ll let ya live on the moon instead of kill ya. What do you say?”

I couldn’t see the missile launcher the cyborg gestured to, but I had no reason not to believe the woman.

“You were the one that shot the three missiles at us? We had just shared a meal,” I growled.

“Happens sometimes. You’ve got a nice looking ship, and this way I get my rhodium as well. I don’t have a problem killing you all now, then I can just take my own shuttle up. My offer seems the most sensible.”

“I should have fucking set a spider drone on top of the shuttle. What a bitch,” Z’s voice whispered through my transponder.

“Clock is ticking, you wanna die here, or you wanna do this job for me, and then live out the rest of your life in peace?” Cynthia shouted.

We can deal with them when they are on the ship. Then we will have the medical supplies we can deliver to the Children of Rah.

“You win, Cynthia. We’ll take your deal.”

“Smart move. Oh, I’m also sending up a few of my craft as an escort. You’ve got room in your bay for a few more?”

“Yes,” I grunted as I keyed the control to open the door. The beast in my stomach wanted me to change. It wanted to charge the group of armed men and rip them to pieces. Then it wanted to close jaws around Cynthia’s neck until the woman’s gravelly voice screamed its last words.

“I’m prepared to launch our space drones. I can’t control all of them, but I’ll try to take most of her shit out before they get to Persephone. Just give me the word,” Z whispered across my transponder.

Cynthia is telling her men to end us as soon as we make the delivery.

“We’ll have to take them out as soon as they get on Persephone,” I whispered.

“Why don’t you throw your guns down and step out with your hands up,” Cynthia said as soon as the door was opened and the ramp extended.

They still want us to pilot through Alloprize’s blockade. Cynthia wants the rhodium.

“Alright,” I said as I set my rifle on the ramp. Then I pulled out my revolver and pistol and sent them next to the longer weapon.

Eve stepped around the corner and laid her rifle and pistol down. Then she stood next to me with her arms in the air.

The eight soldiers rushed up the ramp and shoved their guns in my face. I felt hands grab me on the shoulder, turn me around and push me against the interior wall of the shuttle. Hands slid over my armor, but the men found no more weapons, and they jerked me around so that they could shove the barrels of their rifles in my face.

The monster who lived in my soul almost took control.

Then I saw one of the men sliding his hands all over Eve’s body, and my vision started to turn red.

Be calm, my Adam. We will get through this. Just wait until we are in space, then you can tear the screams from their throats and feast upon their terror.

Eve’s promises paused my rage, and I tried to wrestle the change threatening to rip through my muscles.

“What’s wrong with him?” one of the men asked.

“My friend has a calm disposition, and is not used to being threatened, please remove your gun barrels from his face, or he will faint,” Eve said.

“He’ll faint? Ha!” Cynthia said as she stepped on the ramp of our craft.

“He’s the only one that can fly the shuttle,” Eve said.

“I doubt that, but I agree that my boys shouldn’t be shoving their weapons in his face.”

The men pulled their guns away, and I felt the beast in my soul calm a small amount. I still felt as if I was going to lose control and change forms, but I didn’t feel as if I would also lose my mind in the process.

“Make the drop off and return with my rhodium, try anything stupid, and you’ll be killed. Do as I ask, and you’ll live. Any questions?” the woman stared at me with her glowing robot eye.

“Nope,” I growled.

“No,” Eve said after the cyborg looked at her.

“Good. Safe travels, y’all.” Cynthia laughed and then stepped out of the shuttle. I heard her footsteps descend the ramp and then one of the men raised his gun barrel to my chest.

“Get the shuttle off the ground and pick up the containers,” he ordered.

“Got it,” I said as I nodded to Eve.

We both moved to the pilot seats, and the armed men stood behind us. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw one of the men pointing his rifle at the back of Eve’s head, and I had to focus my vision forward so that I wouldn’t lose control of my rage. These fuckers were threatening my woman. I would kill all of them. I’d tear them apart with my claws and chew on their bones with my teeth. Their screams would fill my ears like a--

Please, Adam, I am fine. Let us leave this place with the delivery for the Children of Rah. We will deal with these men soon.

I grunted and wrapped my shaking hands around the controls of the shuttle. Then we were in the air, and the arms of the craft were wrapped tightly around the storage crates. I pushed the shuttle into space with a corkscrew flight path, and three other fighter craft joined our flight out of the atmosphere. They were manned vehicles, but the designs looked old, and the wings seemed to have been put together with pieces that didn’t quite fit correctly.

“Nice ship,” one of the men said when we left the moon’s atmosphere and began our short trip toward Persephone.

“Thank you. We like her,” Eve said.

“I kinda like you. When we get on board, what do you say we--”

“I will need to stand to reach a control that opens the cargo hold,” Eve said as she pointed to the top buttons of the shuttle.

Now is your time, Adam. I will stun them.

“Sure babe, you can stand up and sit down as much as you want. Especially if you are doing it on my di--”

Eve rose out of her chair as the man spoke, and then she spun to face them all.

Her eyes glowed as red as a solar flare, and the same color fire ran down her arms to form in her opened hands.

The beast wasn’t distracted by the magic flowing out of the vampire woman though. The beast just wanted to kill.

The beast got his wish.

The men screamed as a shock wave emerged from Eve. It was part sound, part fire, and part kinetic energy. I pushed my feet up against the dash in front of me and then threw my legs straight to launch me out of my chair. I spun in the air while I flew back, and I landed against the closest gunman’s chest.

Sweet agony poured through my muscles as they changed to my other form. It would take me about ten seconds to shift completely, but the pain of my transformation only fueled my anger.

My collision with the man knocked him down over one of the chairs, but the other seven men had fallen away from Eve. They were either burning from the fire, blinded by her flare, or were stumbling away from the force of her magic. The man I’d hit was actually on fire, but he ignored the flames and tried to push his rifle barrel into my chest.

My fist came down like a sledgehammer and smashed the front of his skull into a spattered concave shape. He died instantly, and I sprang off his twitching body before any of the other men could turn their weapons in my direction.

I shoulder checked the man who had spoken to Eve, and he bounced off the bulkhead of the shuttle like a rubber ball. My claws erupted from my fingertips, and they caught him in the neck on his return trajectory. My swing removed his skull from his spine with a spray of blood that spattered across all the nearby surfaces of the shuttle.

“I’m engaging with our drones!” I heard Z shout through the transponder attached to the front of my armor, but I could do little more than grunt as I darted toward the next victim.

The man was still blinking his eyes, and I shoved the claws of my bloody left hand into his skull. It cracked open like an eggshell, and my arm tore through the rest of him with the same ease.

The men started screaming, but Eve’s strange power had managed to fling them back against the rear bulkhead of the shuttle. They were trying to aim their rifles at me, but another spiral of fire flew from over my shoulder and slammed into the man closest to me. He burst into flames immediately, and it spread to the next two closest me as if it was napalm. They forgot about the giant tiger-man barreling at them and began to pat at the flames that were engulfing their limbs.

I slammed my elbow into the face of the next closest gunman, and his weapon went off. The burst of bullets ricocheted around on the inside of the shuttle like angry bees. The bullets all missed me, but my follow up claw attack didn’t miss the man’s neck, and his smoking blood sprayed across my face.

My transformation still wasn’t complete, but both of my arms were done with their changes. They were now a good fifty percent larger, and I could see the orange and black striped fur on the back of my hands where the gloves parted from my armored suit.

The claws were out on both of my hands now and another two slashes ended the lives of two more of the gunmen. This left only two more, but they managed to get their weapons pointed at me. There wasn’t enough space to dodge, and I didn’t want risk to the bullets hitting Eve on the other side of the shuttle, so I gritted my fangs and prepared for the bullets to tear through my armor.

They didn’t though. It still felt like someone kicked me in the chest, and I had to take a step back to keep my balance, but the new armor I wore held up against the projectiles, and the men let out a final gasp before my clawed fingers closed around their unarmored throats. I made a motion as if I was crushing a pair of oranges, and their spines shattered.

“Are you okay?” I growled as I turned to Eve.

The beautiful woman was standing with her back to the cockpit. Her eyes still glowed with red power, and her outstretched hands seemed to drip with hellfire. Behind her, I saw Z’s drones were engaged in a dogfight with the three fighter craft that Cynthia had sent as our escorts.

“Yes, are you?” Eve asked. The glow from her eyes seemed to fade, and the fire in her hands extinguished a few seconds later.

“Yesss,” I replied as I turned to look at the men. I had expected them to still be on fire or smoking, but the men only looked as if they suffered from the injuries I gave them.

“Is that magic?” I asked as I turned back to her. “They are not burning.”

“I don’t know if it is magic. It is my power. They were never on fire. They just believed they were,” she explained. The glow had now completely faded from her eyes.

I turned to look at the pile of armored bodies. I had felt the heat from the fire, and I had heard their screaming when the flame began to cover them. Smoke had started to fill the shuttle, but now I saw no evidence of burns.

“Perhaps ‘witchcraft’ would be a better word for what I can do,” Eve said with a short laugh.

“Witchcraft?” I turned to her again, and I saw one of Cynthia’s ships break into a thousand pieces when Z’s drone hit it with a small plasma burst.

“In ancient Earth lore, witches were women persecuted for having more intelligence than men. Some of them even had pet cats.” Eve’s face split into the largest grin I’d ever seen her wear.

“One more left! Yeeehaaaa!” Z’s voice came over the transponder.

I jumped back into the pilot’s chair and aimed the craft around the area of the dogfight and toward the loading bay of Persephone. I didn’t know how many drones we had onboard, but the smaller craft were swarming around Cynthia’s last ship, and I watched the drones shoot it into a thousand pieces of space garbage.

Then the hold doors were opening, and we landed safely in the storage bay.

“Dang, I’m really good at this shit. Just like a videogame!” Z shouted through the speaker attached to the front of my armor.

“Ggggggoood job,” I growled in reply.

I set down the crates and then landed the craft next to them in the hold. It was the wrong area to park the shuttle, but I didn’t want to waste anymore time flying out and around to the proper launch doors for our smaller craft. There was plenty of room in the cargo hold to store the shuttle for the time being.

“I’m going to send back the drones. Didn’t lose a single one. Did bump two of them together by accident, but they seem to still be flying okay. That’s something else to add to the long list of crew we need: mechanic. We’ll need one for the engines, one for the shuttle and fighter craft, and one for the drones. Hell, we might need two or three for each if you and I are going to keep flying all these toys.”

“We’ll work on it,” I said as I exited the shuttle. “For now, we are going to enter the atmosphere, fly to Cynthia’s home, and lay waste to herrrrr.” I couldn’t control my last word, and it ended in a long growl that echoed off the ceiling of Persephone’s hold.

Not now, Adam.

Eve’s voice inside of my mind made me pause, and I turned to face her. She was walking only a few feet behind me, so I didn’t understand why she hadn’t spoken out loud.

It is not our time for retribution. We must not miss our window to help the people who need it. Once we have completed our mission, we will return for Cynthia. We should not use Persephone. There are innocents in her home. Men, women, and children who know nothing of her treatment of us. Using our plasma guns is the easy way to extract vengeance, but it isn’t the just way.

“I’ve got the drones back inside of their bay. We going to fuck up Cynthia?” Z asked.

“No, change of plans. We’ll do our mission first, then return,” I said.

“Aye, Captain. We’ve still got a few hours before we have to leave.”

“I’ll sleep then.” I’d only been in my half-tiger form for a few minutes, so I didn’t think I would need to sleep for long, but I would need to let my body recover for at least a few hours.

“Ahhhhh, well, Captain. Here is the thing…” Z’s voice trailed off, and I saw the spider drone next to the shuttle twist to fix its front camera on Eve and me.

“What?” I asked.

“I’m not cleaning up the mess you made in the shuttle.” The hacker let out a long laugh.

“I will clean it, and feed during the process,” Eve said.

“Oh, I forgot about the whole vampire thing. Silly me,” Z said.

“I’ll help--”

“No, rest,” the vampire interrupted me. “Things tend to not go as we plan. I imagine we will need your tiger once more during this mission.”

The spider tank made a movement with its leg, and it kicked a bucket with a mop toward the ramp of the shuttle. It was a surprisingly accurate movement from the drone, and my foot stepped out to catch the bucket.

“Wake me before we leave,” I said to the women, and then I forced myself to change back into my human form. It made the walk back to my suite difficult, but I managed to shower all of the blood, guts, and brain matter off my new suit of armor, dry it off with the blowers, and then lie on my bed before sleep took me.
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Space Witch - Chapter 10

“Captain, we are ready to leave,” Z’s voice came over the speakers in my room. “Can you report to the bridge?”

The sound of her voice woke me from my dreamless sleep, and I sat up on my bed.

“Confirmed,” I said as I walked toward the door of my suite.

I found Z and Eve standing in front of the map projection. The vampire woman’s red eyes glimmered, and she gave me a smile. The expression caused the world around me to lighten a few shades, and I returned her smile. Z wore a sour expression though, and I turned to her.

“What?” I asked the hacker.

“What?” she repeated.

“What is wrong?” I asked.

“Can you do me a favor? It’s kind of a big deal,” she said with a sigh.

“Uh oh.”

“Yeah, might break your brain I’m afraid.” Z smirked a bit. The young woman really was beautiful.

“What is it?”

“So, you keep saying ‘confirmed.’ I think it’s like cute, kind of. Okay, not really. It’s just like super military jarhead sounding. Okay, it’s fucking annoying. You know that I love ya, well uhhh, I mean, not ‘love’ love you.” The hacker’s face suddenly turned bright red, and she turned to Eve. “I know you two are, uhh. So I don’t want to make it seem that... Well I’m just--”

“I know your feelings for Adam. I am fine with them,” Eve shrugged.

“Okay, first of all, please don’t do that. My thoughts are my thoughts. Second, of all, he’s standing right fucking there. You don’t have to say it out loud. Ugh!” Z turned to me, and her face somehow brightened. “Just stop saying ‘confirmed’! Say ‘yes,’ or ‘aye,’ or ‘you got it,’ or ‘thanks, Z, you are wonderful’.” The blonde woman crossed her arms and looked away from me.

“I’ll try Z, you are wonderful,” I said with a laugh, and her face blushed the color of a tomato.

“Also, sexy vampire babe is wrong. I love you like a brother, okay?” Z pointed at Eve.

“Yes, like a brother. That is what I meant,” the dark woman said with a nod.

“But when you say it like that, it makes it seem like you are just agreeing with me because you know it isn’t true!” Z huffed.

“I am confused. Do you want me to tell Adam how you actually feel about him, or that you love him like a brother? I will do as you ask.” Eve tilted her head.

“He is standing right there! Girl talk needs to happen when we are alone! Ugh! I’m going to go pilot the fucking ship. I should have never opened my damn mouth!” Z moaned and then stomped the five or so meters to the pilot’s chair.

“Should I say anything?” I whispered to Eve. I didn’t want Z to feel awkward around me.

“I think you should not say ‘confirmed’ anymore.” The woman smiled slightly, and the movement revealed the points of her fangs.

“Hey, Captain! We are ready to go, give the word and I’ll engage the hyperdrives,” Z called out.

“Alright, go for it,” I replied.

“Uhhh, you both need to sit down.” Z pointed at the seats behind her.

Eve and I walked over to the other chairs. I sat in the center captain’s seat, and the vampire climbed into the copilot’s cockpit next to Z.

“We are sitting,” I said after I buckled the harness over my chest.

“You need a cool tagline. Something like ‘Z, engage hyperdrives,’ or--”

“Z, engage hyperdrives,” I interrupted her.

“Aye, Captain. Engaging hyperdrives in three, two, one. Go!”

The display of stars shimmered, stretched, and pulled for an instant. The display screen was suddenly filled with a large purple colored gas giant planet, and I felt my body spin for half a moment. The planet took up almost all the real estate of our display screen, except for a rugged moon that we were now flying toward. The moon was about half covered with water, and the parts that weren’t water were purple mountains.

“I don’t see the other ships. My plan worked. Ha!” Z let out a nervous laugh. “I’m going to enter the atmosphere and fly to the drop off coords. That okay, Captain?”

“Thanks, Z. You are wonderful,” I said with a smile.

“Ugh. I’m probably going to get tired of hearing that,” she muttered under her breath as she steered Persephone toward the violet tinted moon.

The floor started to vibrate, and the screen glowed vermilion at the sides. The sensation only lasted for a dozen seconds, and then we were leaping through the clouds of the moon.

“We’ll be there in half a minute. I’m sending a signal to Jatal,” Z said.

“How much time do you think we have until Alloprize can get to us? I asked.

“I have no idea. If they know we entered the atmosphere, they can just hyperdrive around and send fighters down to us. They can’t really keep us here though. They just have five ships, so we can fly around the planet to a spot where they aren’t, and leave.”

There was a chime on the display, and Z glanced at Eve.

“I’ll open it. Please continue to fly, Z,” Eve said as she pressed a few buttons on her terminal.

“You are here. Thank the stars and the sun,” Jatal said.

“Yes. Landing at the spot you gave us in--” I looked to Z, and the woman flashed her right hand twice. “Ten seconds,” I finished.

“We are pulling your payment out of the caves. We must be quick,” Jatal said.

“Understood. Looking forward to meeting you.”

“Same here. You all are life savers. I’m glad our allies were able to find you,” the man said with obvious joy.

“Landing now. We’ll be out in a few moments,” I said as I motioned for Eve to cut the communications.

“She’s down, Captain,” Z said a moment later.

The hacker had landed Persephone on a bluff overlooking a massive canyon. The entire sky was filled with the view of the purple gas giant, and it cast a weird light down to the surface of the moon. The color made the surface almost look like a cross between a dream and a painting.

“Let’s go help them unload,” I said. The women both nodded, and we headed to the elevators.

A minute later we were in the cargo hold. Z ran to the controls to open the doors and extend the ramp down, and I moved with Eve to the front of the loading ramp.

“I’m not expecting any trouble, but make sure your weapons are hot,” I said to both women as the door started to spiral open.

The women both reached down to check their weapons, and then we waited for the ramp to extend down to the rocky ground of the moon.

“Greetings!” Jatal called out from below. The man wore a purple colored cloak that blended into the rocks almost perfectly. He was joined by eight other people, two of which piloted a giant forklift.

“Greetings,” I said from my position at the top of the ramp. A few of the gathered people held weapons, but none of them were pointing them in our direction, nor did their body position hint that they intended to use them.

He intends us no harm. Their need is great. They have been starving for the last two weeks.

“Come aboard,” I said as I waved to them.

“Thank you,” Jatal did a poor job of disguising his joy, and he motioned for his team to walk up to us. The two men piloting the forklift activated the engines, and the beast began to lumber up the ramp at the back end of the procession.

“Good to meet you in person,” Jatal said as he extended his hand to me. His eyes were a bright blue and contrasted with his dark skin tone. The man’s cheeks were hollowed out from not eating, and I could easily see the veins on his neck.

“Likewise. This is Eve and Z.” I nodded to my friends as I shook his hand.

“Thank you all again,” the man smiled.

“You’re welcome. Always nice to help good people. I’ll show your crew which crates to take,” Z said to the men and women who had followed Jatal up the ramp. Their faces all looked almost skeletal, and they followed the blonde hacker into the hold without question.

“Tell us more about what is going on. Maybe we can help in other ways,” I said to the man.

“I don’t know what other service you could provide beyond what you already have done for us.”

“Do you have the location of their ground troops?” I asked. “We might be able to fly by and spray them with some ordnance.”

“That would help us,” the man said with a sigh. “But I hesitate to get you all involved beyond what you have done already. This is our war.”

“Everyone needs help. It is no crime to take what is offered,” Eve said.

“I know, thank you,” Jatal replied with a smile. “But they have missile launchers on the ground and air drones. I would say that you would put your lives at more of a risk if you tried for a bombing run.” The man gestured over his shoulder with his thumb, and I glanced to the mouth of large cave some twenty meters behind him. “We know the caves of the moon better. It’s where we’ve worked for generations. Our ancestors first came here during the first expansion from Earth’s system. It’s taking all of their troops to try to flush us out. Your food and supplies will give us a much needed morale boost, and we’ll be able to hold out for another six months.”

The forklift was backing out with the storage crate that Wayne had given us, and the two men controlling the machine were carefully steering it down Persephone’s ramp. The three of us watched it for a few moments, and then I turned to the man.

“You said Alloprize has most of their troops on the ground here?”

“That is what we think. Their ships can’t hold more people than what we have counted, and we’ve intercepted a few encrypted messages that lead us to believe there is only a handful of support staff on each of the five vessels. It is a worry for them. The longer this campaign goes, the higher the chances of another megacorp coming by and attacking them.”

“I see,” I said as I glanced at Eve.

“So the plan is to use the food and supplies to dig in more. They keep trying to open the shafts we’ve closed, but they don’t know how to navigate the mines, and we just blow the tunnels behind them. We’ll outlast them, and when they go back home, we’ll come to the surface and repair all of our defense weaponry. They only got this far because our people were divided by family, but now we are all aligned.”

“You are providing them inspiring leadership,” Eve said.

“Ha, thanks.” The man shook his head. “A year ago I was the eldest son of one of the most powerful families within four light years. I’d never done an honest day’s work in my life. Then they killed my parents, and…” the man let out a sigh and glanced back at the forklift. It had set Wayne’s shipping container on the ground between Persephone and the cave and was making a return trip.

“War turns everyone into a soldier,” I said.

“If we can win this, things are going to change. No more families fighting over fucking rocks. I want everyone to have a piece of our profits. The things I’ve seen and done have changed me.”

“Can you get more food or supplies?” I asked as I gestured to the forklift carrying the storage bin from Cynthia down the ramp. The other six purple cloaked freedom fighters followed the machine, and Z came to stand by us.

“We hope so. We don’t have access to our mining drones anymore. So this will be all the rhodium we’ll be able to get until Alloprize’s troops clear off the surface and we have a chance to repair them.” Jatal pointed to a spot on the ground where they first stood to greet us. Two of the cloaked men pulled away a purple sheet that had blended in with the ground perfectly. Under the cloth were two cube-shaped crates. They were only a meter along each length, but it they were filled with rhodium then each box was probably worth Persephone’s cost.

“That’s about twenty four thousand kilograms of rhodium. It’s all in powder form. We’ll help you load it on your ship. Want to look at it first?” The man gestured for us to follow him, and the three of us walked down Persephone’s ramp.

We reached the first container, and the man pressed the open button on the side of the lid. The seal hissed, and then he pulled the top of the crate off. Inside were countless plastic bags of a grayish-white-silvery powder. The sight made my breath leave my body, and I thought about the ancient stories I’d read about treasure seekers finding a chest filled with gold.

A hundred grams of rhodium was worth a hundred kilos of gold.

“Oh. Sweet. Momma,” Z panted, and I saw her eyes glaze over when she looked at the wealth of metal.

“It seems like you are getting a bad deal,” I said to Jatal with a shrug. “A kilo of this would have paid for all that we brought. Hell, it would have paid for monthly shipments for the next fifty years.”

“We need the food and medical supplies. The metal is worthless if Alloprize kills all of us and takes our home. Half is for Wayne Sampson, and the other half is for you, as agreed.” The purple cloaked man put the lid back on the crate, and it closed with another hiss.

“As agreed?” I asked the dark skinned man with the blue eyes.

“Yes,” he looked confused. “You told our contact you’d deliver the medical supplies for the twelve thousand kilos of rhodium.”

“Cynthia Jayhee? She offered us some--”

“Cynthia Jayhee? What do you mean? She isn’t working for us. She’s selling food to Alloprize. Been in their pocket since they attacked us. We have our own people on 876 - C ii. They gave you the medical--”

“She is the one who hired us to bring you one of those crates,” I said as I pointed to the one the forklift carried.

“No, Jayhee works for Alloprize. My team on C ii has been preventing her from shipping food for the last four months.”

“What?” I growled my question as my eyes moved to the larger of the two storage bins that we had received from Cynthia. The forklift was about to set it on the ground.

“She’s hired a bunch of folks to ship food to Alloprize’s fleet, but my men have destroyed their ships. I hate to do it, but--”

“Get down!” I shouted as the sides of the storage bin fell away suddenly.

There were three battle drones inside, and the machines’ miniguns began to whirl with the whine of a thousand chainsaws.
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“No!” Jatal screamed as the spray of bullets tore through the men driving the forklift.

“Shit!” Z shouted as she dove into the hole beside the crates of rhodium.

Eve jumped into the ditch with her, and I yanked Jatal down a moment before the bullets sprayed over our heads.

Unlike the spider style robots Elaka Nota Corporation had guarding their facility, these drones looked somewhat humanoid. They had two stocky legs with reverse knee joints, armored torsos, and fixed guns instead of arms. They didn’t seem to turn that quickly to target, and I wondered if the pilots were on the ground near us, or if they were up on one of the starships. I doubted it could have been the latter since there would have been too much control lag time.

“You brought their drones!” Jatal screamed as he reached for the firearm he wore on his hip.

My hand was quicker, and I grabbed onto his wrist before he could pull the weapon. He pulled against my arm and tried to punch me in the face with his other hand, but I dodged his clumsy strike, yanked on his wrist so that he fell to the ground, pulled my revolver out of my holster, and then pointed the massive barrel at his face.

“We didn’t know,” I growled. “She told us we were working for you and gave us your relay code. You didn’t say anything about her when we first spoke to you.”

The man’s blue eyes went cross a bit as he stared down the massive barrel I pointed at his face. The terror was clear there, as was the hopelessness and the defeat.

“Cynthia must have captured and killed my men. Damn,” Jatal said, but I couldn’t really hear him over another string of bullets that slammed into the purple colored dirt near us.

“She must have been planning this with Alloprize for a while. She was waiting for someone that would make the delivery,” Eve said what I was already thinking.

“So how are we going to get out of here?” Z asked, but then another spray of bullets erupted over our heads, and the blonde woman tried to burrow into the dirt next to the crates of rhodium.

“Our drones,” I said as I gestured to Persephone’s ramp.

“That’s ten meters away! There are three Alloprize drones right there. They will fill me full of holes in half a second,” Z’s blue eyes opened wide with horror.

“No, I’ll run,” I said as I shook my head.

“So you’ll get filled with holes instead of me. I don’t see how that-- Shit!” a stray bullet slammed into the top of one of the crates next to us, and shiny gray powder exploded into the air.

“No! The rhodium!” Jatal and Z shouted at the same time, but I guessed it was for different reasons.

I let the beast emerge from my soul.

It filled my vision with rage, my body with unbridled strength. My spine cracked and popped as it elongated, my flesh pushed against the armor of my suit, and the purple world took on a yellow hue. Jatal stared at me with horror during my transformation, but the man was too terrified to even think about pointing his gun at me.

The screams from the other side of the bins ended, and I guessed the drones were done killing the rest of Jatal’s comrades. It meant that the three robots would now focus on us.

It meant that we had very little time.

“I will run,” I growled, but just as I said the words the ground between our position and Persephone's ramp exploded with an almost endless spray of bullets.

But I didn’t run toward my ship.

I jumped out of the trench and sprinted toward the storage bin Wayne gave us. The pilots hadn’t expected the movement, and they swung the upper bodies of the fifteen-foot tall drones at a pace that was too slow to catch me.

I made it behind the bin and continued my dash to the far corner. I had visual cover from the machines now, but I doubted the metal of the bins would actually stop their bullets. I was proven correct a few moments later when a spray of bullets ripped through the metal container and scattered dried food everywhere.

I had a full magazine in my rifle, but I hit the release and switched it out for one with armor piercing bullets. It might have been overkill for the trio of drones, but I didn’t like the idea of whittling them down with conventional bullets. If I didn’t take these fuckers out in the next few seconds, they would probably destroy the rest of the food and kill me.

I leaned out from behind the bin as soon as my new magazine was secure. Then I squeezed on the trigger and aimed my holosight at the center mass of the first bipedal drone. My bullets left craters into the chest piece of the thing, but it was returning fire, and I had to throw myself to the dirt so as to not get cut in half.

I heard gunshots from Eve, Z, and Jatal’s location, and I rolled back to my feet before I sprang out from behind the bin. One of the drones was turning back around so that it could walk over to them, but the other two were aiming their arms in my direction.

My rifle barked again, and my spray of bullets cut the right arm off the one I had shot earlier. The limb continued to fire, but the end of it wasn’t aimed at me or the bin, and bullets just flew into the sky.

The other drone shot at me, but I dove into a roll that carried me back behind the bin. Then I sprinted to the other side of the metal container and popped out with my rifle pointed at the drone with the missing arm. This next burst removed its remaining arm, and I rolled back behind the bin before the robot could target me.

The bots couldn’t aim that fast, and the observation gave me a stupid idea.

I ran to the other side of the bin, but had to dive mid-trip when a spray of bullets cut through the middle of the container like a saw. When it passed over me, I launched up to my feet again and sprinted out from behind the cover.

My thumb flipped my rifle to full auto.

The second drone was turning its upper torso around to aim at me, but my own rifle was up while I ran, and I pulled the trigger as I continued my sideways strafe. My bullets sprayed across the metal of the thing as if it was a stream of silvery water from a hose. The metal of the drone began to melt and break off as if the robot was actually made of sand, and it turned into a fiery mass of molten metal before its twin guns could rotate around enough to shoot me.

This left the last drone, and it was only a few meters away from being in a position where it could fire into the hold where my friends were taking cover.

I sprinted toward the machine while I tried to aim my rifle. Three bullets slammed into its back, but the thing didn’t stop walking, and then my weapon clicked with the lack of ammo.

Shit.

I dropped my rifle and forced my legs to sprint as fast as they could. The distance was only about twenty meters, and I was able to reach my full speed half a moment before I slammed my shoulder into the back of the drone.

The machine was unprepared for my tackle, and it went down sideways. I was running too fast and couldn’t keep myself upright after I hit the thing, so I tumbled down on top of it.

The thing started to fire with both of its miniguns, but I managed to get my arms wrapped around its right arm while the boot of my right foot pushed against the forearm of its left weapon. Then I twisted my body back with all the strength in my legs, back, and shoulders.

“Grraaaaaaahhhhhh!” The scream escaped my throat and somehow sounded louder than the bullets pouring out of the guns.

I felt the hydraulics parts of the arm pop out of the joints, and then I twisted my body sideways. The limb I had my arms wrapped around tore free of the drone’s shoulder, and a rain of smoking shell casings bounced off my tiger head. The gun was still firing, so I spun it around in my hands and aimed the business end of the minigun back into the body of the robot. There was only eight seconds worth of ammo left in the arm of the gun, but it was more than enough bullets to turn the drone into tiny pieces of smoldering scrap metal.

“Anyone hit?” I asked as I dropped the gun arm and walked back to the ditch where my friends had taken cover.

“What are you?” Jatal’s face had paled, and he pointed a trembling finger at me.

“He does that when he gets angry. Don’t worry about it,” Z said as she climbed out of the hole. “I’m not hit.”

“Nor am I,” Eve said as she stepped out.

Gray rhodium powder covered the hair and shoulders of my friends, and I realized I had a bunch of it on my armor as well. I moved my eyes over to the crates and let out a long growl of disappointment. The topmost box was filled with bullet holes, and the top part was blown off. I guess about half of the powder was displaced and mixed in with the dirt. I was sure Jatal owned a machine that could sort through and separate the metal, but I doubted we had the time to wait.

Alloprize had planned this with Cynthia, and they would be heading to our location.

“My comrades. The food. The medical supplies. We are finished,” Jatal sobbed as he walked over to the bodies of his friends.

“I’m sorry,” I said. “We didn’t know.”

“I believe you.” He turned to me, and the fear was plain in his blue eyes.

“The drones tried to kill you as well. I should be thankful that you’ve saved me, but I’ve lost good men and women, and the drones have destroyed most of our food. We might be able to salvage some of it, but I doubt it will last us more than a month now.” A few tears ran down the man’s face, and it made the powdered rhodium on his cheeks clump.

“The forklift looks to be in working order. We should get the bin into the cave,” I said as I pointed at the machine.

“Yeah. Let’s try to salvage what we can,” Jatal looked back to the mouth of the cave as he spoke.

I heard shouting, and a moment later some fifty gunmen ran out of the opening in the mountain. One of the men was yelling Jatal’s name, and he skidded to a stop in front of us.

“Sir, radar is picking up troop movements from enemy ground forces.”

“They are heading here?” the blue eyed man asked.

“Yes, ETA is four minutes. Their ships have also engaged hyperdrives and pulled into orbit above us, they appear to be launching all of their air drones and fighter craft. They will be here in under a minute.”

“Damn it.” Jatal looked at the mostly destroyed bin of food, and I could see the agony written on his face.

“We’ll have to leave the supplies,” he said before he turned to us. “You can use our forklift. Grab the rhodium and get out of here. Thanks for trying to help us.”

“They are sending all of their drones and fighter craft down here? How do you know it is all of them?” I asked the man who reported to Jatal.

“We’ve got specs on their ships from relay interceptions,” the man said.

“They’ve been trying to find us for months. I was worried about this trade because they might discover one of our most important tunnels. It makes sense for them to send everything. Even if we blow our escape route, they will probably be able to catch us.” Jatal’s jaw hardened, and I recognized the look in his eyes.

He knew that he was about to die.

“I have a plan. Order your soldiers onto our ship,” I said.

“What? Why?” he asked.

“We’ll escape their forces, wrap around the moon, and then hit their ships,” I explained. “There isn’t much time. You can die, or you can come with us, and we’ll try to strike them where they are the most venerable.”

“Uhhh, Captain, I think that this is all kinds of suic--” Z started to say, but I looked at the blonde hacker, and her words caught in her throat.

Jatal stared into my eyes for a few seconds, then he nodded and his face split into a crazy smile before he turned to his men. “Change of plans, Children of Rah! We are jumping on this ship. We are going to take the war to them. Ready your weapons and prepare to raid!”

The purple cloaked men looked at each other for half a moment with confusion, but then we started running up the ramp, and they followed us.

“But, the rhodium,” Z moaned.

“It will be there when we get back. We need to get to the bridge and fly Persephone out of here,” I said to Z as we ran, then I turned to Jatal. “You and your men wait here. Find jumper seats and strap yourselves in. If this works, it will be a bumpy ride. If it doesn’t work, we are all going to die.”

“Understood,” the man said, and then he began shouting orders at his troops.

Eve, Z, and I continued our sprint to the bridge.
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Space Witch - Chapter 12

Persephone’s alarms began screaming the second we stepped out of the elevator door on the bridge.

“I’ve got over sixty drones and a dozen or so fighter craft on a trajectory toward us!” Z screamed after she leapt into her chair.

“Get her off the ground and away,” I commanded as I strapped myself into the captain’s chair.

“Aye, Captain. Firing engines and lifting off,” Z said as she frantically drummed her fingers against her control keys.

The visual screen at the front of the bridge showed the horizon, and there were too many beeping red dots to count.

Persephone leapt off the ground like a pouncing cat, and she twisted around in the air to face away from the incoming attackers. The ship shook with the vibration of her herculean atmosphere engines and shot away from the red dots with an urgent sprint. The twisting movement and sudden thrust did all sorts of strange things to my stomach, and I hoped that the men down in the cargo hold had been able to get strapped into chairs in time.

“We’ve outpaced the drones, but some of the fighters are still following,” Z sounded surprisingly calm considering how quickly the purple landscape was moving below us.

“Just try to get as much space between us as you can,” I said.

“Alright, I’m increasing engine speed and pulling out of the atmosphere. That might lose them,” she said.

“They will let us go. They are only concerned with the Children of Rah. I believe they made an agreement with Cynthia so she could have our ship,” Eve said.

“Eh, you are right. The fighters have turned around. Looks like they are swarming on the cave where we were parked. I bet they think Cynthia’s men are flying Persephone,” Z said with a dry chuckle.

The display on the front of the bridge began to turn a dark orange color, and Persephone shook. It only took us a few moments to clear the atmosphere, and Z turned us so that the purple gas giant was filling the right side of the screen. The left was open space, and five circles of red appeared. Text began to scroll down the side of the display, and I studied the data Persephone's scanners revealed.

Mini-Carrier Class Transporter: CAR-874-3343

Manufactured by: SpacePort Designs: Waxcom 12 - A ii

Branding: Alloprize Incorporated Fleet 1

Hyperdrive: SPD- 47893. 80 hours to 1 light year.

Warpdrive: No

Foldingdrive: No

Length: 300 meters

Minimum Crew: 100

Estimated fighter craft: 30

Estimated drone payload: 200

Heavy plasma cannons: 44

Light plasma guns: 60

Laser arrays: 12

Destroyer Class Jumper: DJ-776-3454

Manufactured by: SpacePort Designs: Waxcom 12 - C iii

Branding: Alloprize Incorporated Fleet 1

Hyperdrive: SPA- 3000. 50 hours to 1 light year.

Warpdrive: No

Foldingdrive: No

Length: 140 meters

Minimum Crew: 50

Estimated fighter craft: 10

Estimated drone payload: 80

Heavy plasma cannons: 20

Light plasma guns: 30

Laser arrays: 4

Destroyer Class Jumper: DJ-776-3876

Manufactured by: SpacePort Designs: Waxcom 12 - C iii

Branding: Alloprize Incorporated Fleet 1

Hyperdrive: SPA- 3000. 50 hours to 1 light year.

Warpdrive: No

Foldingdrive: No

Length: 140 meters

Minimum Crew: 50

Estimated fighter craft: 10

Estimated drone payload: 80

Heavy plasma cannons: 20

Light plasma guns: 30

Laser arrays: 4

Frigate Class Transporter: VO-8324-3252B

Manufactured by: Voring Industries: Centra Beta

Branding: Alloprize Incorporated Fleet 1

Hyperdrive: FF- Core. 60 hours to 1 light year.

Warpdrive: No

Foldingdrive: No

Length: 110 meters

Minimum Crew: 24

Estimated fighter craft: 2

Estimated drone payload: 20

Heavy plasma cannons: 8

Light plasma guns: 4

Laser arrays: 4

Frigate Class Hauler: TX-768-BART

Manufactured by: Taxtile Refurbishing: TeckBecon Station #45 in Gratar Five

Branding: Alloprize Incorporated Fleet 1

Hyperdrive: FTX- Mobile. 62 hours to 1 light year.

Warpdrive: No

Foldingdrive: No

Length: 100 meters

Minimum Crew: 20

Estimated fighter craft: 0

Estimated drone payload: 8

Heavy plasma cannons: 2

Light plasma guns: 2

Laser arrays: 1

“I think Jatal’s math is right,” Z said after the information scrolled down the left side of our display screen. “They have way more drones and craft out than they should be able to carry. I’m estimating that they don’t have anything left on board those ships.”

“Good. We are going to approach,” I said.

“Uhh. You sure? I mean. I know I’ve been doing okay flying, but those are five warships, and even if they don’t have drones, I’m guessing they will have hands on their plasma cannon controls.”

“They aren’t going to shoot us,” I said, and I noticed Eve smile. She must read my thoughts to understand my plan.

“What do you--”

“We are going to attach to the carrier, cut into the hull, and board.”

Z turned around in her chair and looked at me. Her blue eyes were the widest I’ve seen them yet, and her mouth hung open.

“Are you fucking cra--”

“They won’t shoot because they don’t want to destroy their fleet’s only carrier. They can’t peel us off because they don’t have drones or fighters, and they might not target us immediately because they think we are Jayhee’s crew,” I explained. “We’ll board, and they will try to hole up on the bridge until their drones can get back.”

“Yeah, so how are you going to get in there before the drones return? It’s not like you…” Her voice trailed off, and she sighed when she filled in the blanks of my plan.

“Yep, you are coming with us,” I said after horror crossed her face.

“Who’s going to fly the ship?” she asked as she rolled her eyes. “Wait, don’t answer that. We are just going to leave her parked on the exterior while we all storm their carrier. They will be too busy defending to try to raid us.”

“Huh, I was going to ask Eve to stay on board, but you’ve made a good point. We can all probably go,” I growled at the hacker. “Begin your approach.”

“Aye, Captain,” Z said with a groan. “Engaging thrusters, we’ll be there in forty-five seconds.”

“That gives me half a minute to figure out how to use the boarding tube, meet me on the bridge once you’ve attached yourself to the--”

“I’ve got an incoming communication from the carrier,” Z interrupted me.

“Let’s hear it, no display,” I said.

“Persephone, why are you accelerating toward us?” A man’s voice came over our speakers.

“Positioning for our hyperdrive.” I tried to make my voice sound smoother than it normally did when I was in my half-tiger form. “We’ll be out of your hair in a few seconds.”

“Negative, Persephone. Turn around and go about your business. You’ve filled your end of our deal, so you should leave. You have ten seconds to comply.”

“We’ll need…” I paused as I looked at Z. She mouthed the word ‘thirty’, and I cleared my throat, “thirty seconds to get in position. Thanks for understanding. I hope you blast the fuck out of those miners.”

“If you aren’t out of our hair in thirty, I’ll fire. You’ve been warned, Persephone. Don’t try me.” The man’s voice growled with annoyance, and I saw the termination signal flash across the corner of the screen.

“That was rude, it’s like he expects us to attack him or something,” Z chuckled as she angled Persephone through the empty space between one of the frigates and the carrier.

“I’ll head down to the bay. Meet me there,” I said as I turned from the two women.

Then I ran to my room to get my shotgun and the drums of solid slug ammo. I had hit the button for the elevator when I ran past it, and the car was waiting for me as soon as I returned from my room. I took it down, sprinted through the hallway toward the hold, and motioned for Jatal and his men to follow me to the corner where our boarding tube was positioned.

“Have you ever raided a ship before?” I asked the men as I grabbed the cutting controls for the tube. The device was standard equipment on most vessels, and it only took me a second to figure out how to turn it on.

“No. Most of us have spent our lives on the moon,” Jatal admitted. The men standing with him carried the expression of hopelessness on their faces, so I was going to have to turn them around real quick.

“Look, men,” I growled. “This is going to be hard, but not impossible. I’ve spent most my life as a marine in Jupiter’s Navy. Think of the hallways of the ship like the tunnels of your home. There are only going to be a handful of enemies. Once we take their ship we can wreak havoc on their other vessels. Their carrier has forty-four heavy plasma cannons. If we focus our fire, we can take out the other four ships in a few minutes, and they won’t be able to mount much of a counterattack.” As I spoke, I turned on the laser cutters and stared at the screen of the tube. I caught the last three meters of descent, and then Persephone made a slight shudder as she pushed against the bulkhead of the much larger ship.

“Who has grenades on them?” I asked the men because I saw a few of them had them attached to their belts. They all raised their hands, and I gave them a nod.

“I’ll take the point. You all follow me,” I ordered, and they all gave another nod. The men smelled less of fear after my words, and I guessed they would start to perform as soon as they saw what I would do to the first group of soldiers on the enemy ship.

“Captain, we are attached to the bottom of the carrier, but we are like a tick on the bottom of a pinky toe. This thing’s only twice the size of us, and these other fuckers are aiming their guns,” Z said over my transponder.

“Understood. You come down. Eve will stay and fly away if they fire on us.”

“Aye, Captain,” both women said.

Then I turned my attention to cutting through the bulkhead with the lasers.

Persephone’s boarding tube was about four meters wide, but while these tools usually had only a laser or two at the end to cut into other vessels, our strange ship had six. The monitor projected a cutting pattern on the area below where I wanted to slice, and as soon as I hit the ‘confirm’ button, the automated system went to work.

Z arrived only twenty seconds after I’d spoken with her, and the tool had finished attaching itself to the carrier’s metal exterior moments before. We were ready to board, and I slid out from behind the control terminal of the cutter and gestured for the purple cloaked men to follow me.

“What happens if Eve has to run?” Z hissed at me through panting breaths.

“Then we’ll stay on the carrier,” I answered as I walked to the edge of the tube. It descended at about a twenty degree angle. It had steps and areas to climb on the side for angled breaches like this, but I was just going to slide down, fall out of the hole, and start killing people.

“Won’t the hole you just made eject us all out to space?

“It will if we don’t move quick enough,” I said as I jumped down the chute.

I wasn’t at quite a steep enough angle to slide down the side of the tunnel, so I ran the ten or so meters and then flip-dropped the next five to the floor of the enemy carrier. The gravity tech of Persephone stopped pulling me once I reached the end of the chute, and the enemy carriers’ took control while I was in mid-fall. It meant that I’d only actually fallen a few meters out of Persephone’s tube before the other ship carefully set me on the floor.

I had drilled into one of the corners of what looked to be the rear hold, but this part appeared to be sectioned off as some sort of spare parts storage.

“Clear!” I shouted up, or maybe down was the correct term, and the men above me began to jump into the room.

Z was the fourth one down, and I motioned for her to stand in the middle of the pack of armed men. The blonde hacker nodded at my order, moved back a few steps, and then held her rifle at the ready. There was a door exiting the storage room, and I kicked it open before I leaned out.

There was no one in the main hold.

No ships, no drones, no servicemen. The area was a massive open space some eighty meters long and thirty meters wide, and the only evidence of use were the dirty oil stains that dotted the metal floor.

I had no idea where the bridge was, but we entered at the bottom of the ship, and they tended to be positioned near the middle of vessels for maximum protection. We’d need to find an elevator or at least a terminal Z could hack into.

“Let’s go. Keep your eyes open for drones,” I whispered to the group of men behind me. Then I pointed at the far side of the hold and started to run. There wasn’t anything we could use for cover, and I was a bit worried about making the dash across the open space, but we were short on time.

I also guessed that Z had been right in her calculations, and there weren’t many troops on the ship. If there had been, their marines would have been attacking us as soon as we left the boarding tube. Hell, they should have shot Persephone down as soon as we danced between their ships. They hadn’t though, and it was probably because they didn’t have enough bodies to man the guns.

What a bunch of arrogant fucks.

“Auto turret!” one of the men shouted, and we turned to the side as a light plasma cannon popped from the ground. Our guns sang in unison, and the hunk of weapon was blown into a thousand bits of molten metal. The appearance of the cannon, and the lack of any other turret, further confirmed my belief that there was probably just a skeleton crew up on the bridge. There might have only been three or four people flying this massive ship.

The purple cloaked men around me seemed to relax as soon as the turret was taken out, but they tensed again when I ordered them to keep moving.

We finally made it to one of the hold’s exit doors, but the light above the door was glowing red, and it didn’t budge when my kick made a dent in the metal.

“I’m on it!” Z shouted before I could issue the order, and the woman pushed through the purple cloaked freedom fighters so that she could stand next to me.

“How long will it take?” I asked as she connected the wire from her skull to the door keypad.

“Hard to say, I’ve never hacked a system other than the ones I knew on my home world.”

“Adam,” Eve’s voice echoed from both Z’s and my transponder. “One of the destroyers is positioning to shoot at Persephone.”

“How much time do you think you have?” I asked.

“Perhaps twenty-five seconds. They are moving slow and trying to bring their port side cannons to bear.”

“Hurry up,” I said to Z, and the blonde woman nodded.

“Eve, disengage the boarding tube and then leave,” I said into the transponder.

“I have another idea I would like to try first,” she said.

“I’ve figured out their system,” Z hissed. “Pushing passwords through. I need fifteen more seconds, and I’ll own the doors on this ship.”

“What do you want to do, Eve,” I asked.

“I will engage Persephone’s thrusters and spin around the carrier. I believe they will be unprepared for the motion. However, it might confuse the carrier’s gravity tech for a few moments,” the vampire said.

“Try it. Let us know when you are going to start.”

“No! Wait till we are in the hallways at least!” Z shouted as she pointed to the ceiling of the hold. It was a good forty meters high, and I imagined us all falling up to smash into it.

“Eve, wait a few moments,” I said.

“They are preparing to fire,” Eve replied.

“I need a few more seconds, damn it you stupid piece of shit! Go faster!” Z shouted as she hammered the bottom of her fist into metal below the keypad.

“I have only a few more moments.” Eve actually sounded a bit nervous, and the beast inside of my soul screamed with frustration.

“There! Go go go go!” Z screamed as soon as the doors popped open.

The men with the purple cloaks began to pour into the hallway like grape juice down a drain. Z stood from her spot by the door and gave me a relieved smile.

“I am engaging thrusters,” Eve said.

“No!” both Z and I shouted as the ground started to vibrate.

Then the world flipped upside down.

I let go of my shotgun and leapt toward Z. I caught her right hand in my left as we spun in the air. My other hand hooked onto the lip of the doorway and my claws sprang from my fingers to dig into the metal.

“Arrrrrrrr,” I growled as Z’s weight pulled on my arm, chest, and shoulders. She didn’t really weigh enough to concern me, but my grip on the door would only work at this sideways angle, and the ship was continuing to rotate.

The purple cloaked men were shouting from inside the hallway, and I knew that they were getting slammed against the roof like clothes inside of an old fashioned drying machine. They were going to be unable to help me lift Z up, so I swung forward to set the bottom of my boots against the wall.

The joints, tendons, and bones in my shoulders popped and strained as I pushed out with my legs. The adjacent pressure was helping my hand keep hold against the doorway, but I didn’t think I would be able to hang on if the ship flipped completely over.

“Don’t let go!” Z screeched as she swung around from my arm like a pendulum. The craft did end up completely flipping over upside down, but I was able to keep my shoulder lose, and I only needed to pull Z a little forward to keep my arm from popping out of its socket.

Then the vibrations stopped, and the gravity corrected itself.

“Holy shit I thought I was going to die. You save--”

“Down!” I shouted as I pushed Z’s head down with my left hand and reached up with my right. I carried both my rifle and shotgun slung over my back, so when I let go of the latter it hadn’t fallen to the floor, but Z dropped her own rifle in the confusion, and I managed to catch its return fall before the weapon landed on her skull.

“Use the strap,” I ordered as I held out the rifle.

“Will do. Uhh, thanks again,” she said with a meek smile.

“I am out of their attacking vector for another few moments, but I fear I will need to keep rotating the carrier. The other three ships are getting into position. You might only have five minutes before I am forced to fly,” Eve said.

“Can you give us like four seconds heads up before you do that again?” Z shouted into the transponder as we ran into the hallway. None of our allies seemed to be injured, but they were all picking themselves up off the ground, and we had to thread through them.

“Of course,” Eve said. “I thought I gave you enough notice ea--”

“No, you didn’t, and the captain and I were--”

“Halt!” I shouted to interrupt Z.

We had reached a corner, and the woman hacker was running beside me. She skidded to a stop, and I approached the intersection by myself. I held out my shotgun and then pivoted half my body around the corner. There was no one down this hallway, and I motioned for the rest of our group to continue forward.

“I got a glimpse of the map while I was in their door system. If we make a right at the second turn, and then head another twenty meters, we’ll make it to one of the elevator stations. Then we need to go up to the fifth floor. The bridge is more toward the front of the ship on that level,” Z said.

“Can they block us from using the elevator?” The monster I shared a soul with wanted to sprint ahead of the group and kill everything in my path, and it was an exercise in agonizing patience to run slow enough so that Z could pace with me.

“They can try, but they will fail. I own all their services now. I just need a terminal to port into.”

“Gggggggood,” I growled. “Now stay back. I don’t want you to get hurt.”

“Aye, Captain. Thanks again for the save,” she nodded and then slowed her run so the purple cloaked men could move past her.

I didn’t let them catch up to me. I knew where I had to go now, and I wanted to taste the blood of any who stood in my path.

I sprinted ahead of the pack and rushed to the next intersection. The hallways of this carrier were well maintained, and although they were made of metal, they were crafted to look like white marble. The surfaces gleamed from the lights on the ceiling, and the glare was somewhat annoying.

“Prepare yourselves!” My sensitive ears picked up a voice in the distance ahead of me, and I reckoned that there was a group of guards waiting for me in the next turn.

I moved to run on the left side of the hallway and readied my shotgun. I didn’t have a lot of time to be tactful, use cover, and attempt to take out my opponents with elegance. Eve was on borrowed time, and we needed to take control of the bridge and the carrier’s cannons in the next few minutes, or we might lose a chance at retreating.

I was going to have to attack them directly and hope my onslaught surprised them.

One of the Alloprize soldiers poked his head around the corner and shouted a warning. He was about eight meters away, and he brought his rifle up with practiced ease. If I was running at a normal pace, he might have been able to get a shot or two off at me, but I was much faster than he expected, and he let out a screech of surprise when I ran past him.

Four soldiers were standing two meters behind the man at the corner. They all wore light plate looking body armor that was painted a mixture of gray with teal accents. The man I ran behind turned to fire on me, but my left foot hit the adjacent wall I’d been running at, and my momentum carried me onto the vertical surface.

My shotgun sang its angry sonata of malice.

The first slug took the man on the right side of the group in the chest. His armor might have deflected a rifle caliber bullet, but a solid slug shot from our distance just pushed through the armor as if it was made out of toilet paper. Half of his body exploded out his back like a red paint grenade, and I knew the man died instantly.

My second slug hit the second man on my right in the throat. His head popped off his neck like the cork of a champagne bottle, but his death caused his finger to yank on the trigger of his rifle, and bullets began to pour out of the weapon. Fortunately, I was running up the side wall of the hallway, and the spray of bullets passed beneath me. The soldier at the corner was in the line of fire though, and his scream of pain from behind made me think that the bullets from his comrade had accidentally penetrated his armor.

The third slug hit the third man in the stomach, and the bottom half of his body poured out onto the gleaming floor of the corridor. The man didn’t die immediately, but the sudden disappearance of his internal organs caused his eyes to bulge open, and I guessed that he’d be dead in a few moments.

I jumped off the wall behind the fourth man, rolled on the ground to avoid his spray of bullets, and then kicked off the opposite wall into a backflip. I didn’t want to shoot back in the direction my friends were coming from, but I estimated I was still a few seconds ahead of them, so I lined up a shot that would probably take the guard out and also pass through the first man I’d run past.

I took the risk and feathered the trigger to my weapon while I was spinning in mid-air. The slug went where I intended, and the hunk of supersonic metal turned the first man’s chest into a bloody donut while it tore the gun arm off the last man.

“Damn, what in the hell are you?” Jatal asked as I sprinted out of the side tunnel and met with the group.

“He’s a fucking walking tiger-man with a shotgun. Keep moving!” Z shouted from the middle of the group of purple cloaked soldiers.

“Adam, I need to turn the ship again. Our enemies have lined up another shot.” Eve’s voice came across the transponder attached to the front of my armor.

“We’ll keep running. Do it when you need to,” I said through the device, and then I turned to continue my rush down the hallway toward the elevator.

The floor began to vibrate, and the corridors of the ship twisted under my feet. I had already been running near my full speed, and was able to just place my boots on the sides of the wall when they became the new floor. Then I set foot on the ceiling when the ship continued its turn. The men running behind me made startled sounds, but I didn’t hear anyone fall.

The change of gravity made it so that I approached the next hallway and had to look up to see the direction the elevator laid. Alloprize guards were hanging from the doorways up above me, and the men were trying to climb back up into the various rooms so they wouldn’t fall.

There were only four of them, and I pointed the sight of my shotgun up at them as the carrier’s gravity systems re-aligned with its new position. My slugs cut through the men before they could adjust to the ground being back in the correct position while I skipped down off the ceiling. I turned to look at the purple cloaked soldiers that followed me, and only a quarter of them fell on their asses when the gravity reverted.

I continued my sprint toward the elevator and took out the automated security gun on the top of the wall before it had a chance to target me. Then I checked the side passages and pounded on the call button for the lift. The keypad made a hostile beeping sound, and I beckoned to Z as soon as the group made it to me.

“It is locked,” I growled as I pointed at the keypad.

“No shit. It’s almost like they don’t want us to take the bridge or something. What nerve.” She smirked and plugged the cord from her head into the port under the terminal pad. Almost as soon as she inserted her cable, the lift doors opened, and the car was waiting for us.

“Good job,” I said as I stepped inside.

“They aren’t even trying,” Z said with a shrug as she moved to step in the car with me.

“Wait here, I’ll go up with a handful of men, we’ll clear it out, and I’ll tell you when it is safe to come up,” I said to her.

“Yeah, that’s a much better idea than the one I had,” the hacker said as she stepped away from the car.

I motioned for Jatal and some of his men to enter the elevator, and I hit the button for the floor with the bridge on it. The door closed with a pleasant chime, and then the tube lifted in the air. The trip only took us a few seconds, and I motioned for the purple cloaked men to stand to side of the doors so they would have a bit of cover.

There wasn’t enough room for me to join them at the sides, so I lay prone on my stomach and pointed my shotgun at where I thought the guards would stand once the door opened.

My guess had been accurate.

The Alloprize guards were holding position twelve meters from the doors of the elevator. They leaned out from around the hallway intersection corners, and I saw one of them throw a grenade a fraction of a second after the doors started to crack open. I already had my finger on the trigger of my weapon, and I squeezed off a shot when the guard’s hand released.

My slug hit the grenade perfectly, and the bomb launched in the opposite direction of its intended flight path. It bounced off the corner of the wall behind the left set of soldiers, and they let out a collective gasp. I was already turning my weapon to the other side of the intersection though, and I let off three quick shots. The first connected with the helmet of a woman leaning out from behind the corner there. Her head disappeared in a cloud of red colored metal fragments, and her torso began to fall away from me.

The second and third slug slammed into the metal wall behind the headless guard. The hunks of metal ricocheted off the polished surface of the carrier interior, and I heard soldiers around the corner shout. I didn’t know if I actually hit them with my slugs, but it probably didn’t matter.

The men standing beside me in the elevator started to fire as the grenade went off. The group of enemies standing behind the left corner flew across the intersection with the blast. I calculated they were all sorts of dead from the explosion, but I didn’t think the others on the right side were incapacitated by the explosion. I sprung to my feet with a growl, dashed into the smoking destruction, rounded the corner to the right, and then swung my shotgun around. The guards there had been stunned by the grenade, and I was able to end them with two close range slugs before they could point their rifles at me.

“Send the elevator back down,” I growled to Jatal.

The dark skinned man nodded, stepped out of the car with his friends, and then pressed the button on the inside to send the car back.

The animal in my soul didn’t want to wait for Z to join us, but it would be foolish to go on ahead without her. She was the only one who could open doors, and most military spaceships had stronger security around their bridge. They needed to, since it wasn’t just where the ship was piloted.

It was also where they kept the control terminals for the ship’s cannons.

The elevator dinged and Z stepped out of the car. She let out a long exhale as soon as she exited and then she turned to look at the men.

“Okay, you guys are great, and all, and I get the whole ‘underground freedom fighter thing,’ but didn’t the terraforming give your moon any water? You all smell like you haven’t showered in four Earth years.”

“It feels like that,” Jatal said with a laugh.

“How much farther?” I asked the blonde hacker.

“Forty, maybe fifty meters,” she said as she pointed down the hallway.

“I’ll continue. Give me some space,” I said to the men as I thumbed the magazine release for my shotgun. The half-filled drum fell into my left hand, and I replaced it with a full one from my belt.

Then I was running.

The blood thundered in my ears, and the sound seemed to echo off the polished hallways of the carrier. The animal that raged in my soul demanded I run faster, it demanded I kill everyone who stood in my way. The human part that lived in my brain was attempting to guess what kind of security we would encounter at the bridge, and I could only think of two possibilities.

If they had no more guards, the crew that manned the bridge would seal themselves behind the main security doors. That way they could try to hold the bottleneck at the doors and keep us from accessing the controls of the carrier. I suspected they would also use this strategy if they had less than ten soldiers left.

If they had more than ten, they would probably have a spot they would try to hold us off at before the bridge. This would minimize their risk of us shooting any of their controls.

I made it to the bridge doorway without encountering any more guards, and the monster inhabiting my DNA screeched. It knew that our enemies were cornered. It knew they were afraid. It knew that I would soon kill them.

I tried the door, but it didn’t open when I pressed the button. Z arrived five seconds later, and the woman plugged her cord into the keypad without pause.

“Give me a grenade,” I asked the purple cloaked men as I held my hand out. Jatal placed one in my paw half a second later, and I flipped off the pin with a flick of my claw.

“As soon as you have the door open, fall back,” I growled to Z.

“Got it,” she replied with a nod. “Uhhh, this is good to go, but wait a second. I’m going to see if I can… alright! The door will stay open now. Three,”

The purple cloaked men flanked the door and aimed their weapons.

“Two.”

I stepped to the side so that I stood behind the men on the left.

“One!” Z shouted as she turned away from the opening door.

The air filled with the roar of twenty rifles shooting.

I flung my grenade into the room. It almost didn’t matter where it landed, I just wanted to cause a spray of shrapnel and blast of concussive energy. It might have been a bad idea to risk harming some of the bridge controls, but I didn’t want to get held up at this door for too long. Eve still had to worry about the other ships shooting at Persephone.

“Eve, move the carrier!” I screamed into the transponder as I ducked away from a spray of bullets that took one of the purple cloaked men in the skull.

“Moving,” I thought I heard Eve say over the sound of the weapon fire around me.

A moment later I felt the ground vibrate through my boots, and I took a deep breath.

Then I sprinted through the storm of bullets and into the bridge.

It was a stupid plan, but we were already on borrowed time, and I didn’t think there would be another opportunity for Eve to spin the carrier. Almost as soon as I stepped into the bridge, the gravity tech failed, and my feet left the ground. The wall on the left side was becoming the ground, and I was falling sideways, or down-ways, or whatever direction that Eve’s thruster pull had wrought upon the carrier.

The men and women on the bridge shouted with alarm as the shift in gravity threw them from their cover and into the left wall. I would have thought that they would have been prepared for the movement since this was the third time Eve had spun their ship, but then I realized she was rotating it clockwise, and the previous movements had been counterclockwise.

I twisted to my right as I slid down the floor. A quick glance showed me four armored soldiers, and I lined up a shot at the closest. The man was also aiming toward me, and our weapons fired in unison. My slug punched through his armor like it was made of plastic, and his innards exploded out of him with a spray of red blood. His bullet hit me in the chest near my right shoulder, but the caliber of the bullet was either too small, or my new armor too thick, and I felt the thing bounce off me.

The hit of the bullet still spun me away, and my back turned to the room of hostiles. Fortunately, none of my enemies could get another aimed shot off. Eve had continued her spin of the carrier, and everyone in the room was now falling toward the ceiling.

My shoulder bounced off the back of a terminal chair, and then I smashed completely through one of the gunner screens. I landed on the ceiling amongst a rain of glass and tried to roll through my fall. There were dozens of cuts on my neck, head, and face, but they healed almost instantly.

Everyone in the bridge had landed on the ceiling, and I swept my shotgun over the dozen people. I quickly found the three armored soldiers and managed to punch a slug through the closest soldier’s helmet before he could point his rifle at me.

The ceiling-floor stopped vibrating, and I flipped up into the air. I’d guessed the precise moment that the carrier’s gravity tech caught the new position, and I hovered at the apex of my jump for half a second before I continued my trajectory to land on the original floor.

The rest of the carrier’s crew wasn’t ready for the change, and they all screamed as they dropped straight down from the ceiling.

I fired off two more shots as soon as they landed and killed the remaining soldiers. There were ten more Alloprize employees on the bridge, but three looked as if the fall might have broken their necks and two had limbs twisted the wrong direction. It didn’t appear the remaining five were going to do anything aggressive at the moment, so I moved toward the man with the nicest uniform.

“Are you the captain?” I asked as I set the business end of my shotgun against his nose.

“Yes!” he gasped. The man’s eyes were wide with horror, and I surmised he’d never seen a two and a half meter tall tiger-man in space armor with a shotgun before.

“You should surrender,” I growled.

“I surrender!” he said as he prostrated himself on the metal ground.

“Good.” I grabbed the back of his uniform by the neck and picked him off the ground as if he was a newborn puppy. Then I carried the man to a cluster of terminals set below the plush captain’s chair.

“You need to call off the other ships,” I explained as I tossed him toward the terminal.

“I do not know how to use the comm--” he started to say, but I pulled the trigger of my shotgun. The barrel was next to his head, and the slug missed his skull by fifteen centimeters.

“I’m sorry; I didn’t hear you over the sound of my shotgun. I believe you were saying something about calling off the other ships in your fleet,” I growled.

“Yes!” I didn’t think the man’s eyes could get any larger, but they did, and he laid out his trembling hands over the controls of the terminal I’d thrown him into.

A few moments passed, and it became apparent that the man had no idea how to use the controls. He might have worn the uniform of an officer, but I assumed he’d transferred to the position from some comfortable corporate desk job. The thought of such an incompetent man commanding a fleet, even one this small, made my blood boil, and I almost ended him.

“I’ll help.” Z must have sensed my frustration because she set her hand against the armor on my arm and pushed my shotgun away from the man.

“Thank you,” I hissed.

She nodded and then jumped into the seat next to the man. Her fingers drummed across the keys of her terminal and then she chuckled.

“See on your screen where it says ‘open communications with fleet’?” she asked the disheveled man sitting next to her. “Press that button.”

“Attention First Fleet. This is Admiral Paven. We’ve been overrun by the Children of Rah and have surrendered. Please disarm and fall into position behind the carrier.”

“Is this going out to the ground troops?” I asked.

“No, just the fleet,” Z answered after she looked at her screen.

“Admiral Paven, we have orders to--” A woman’s voice came over the speaker, but the man interrupted her.

“I’m overriding those orders! Surrender or I’ll be killed!” the man shouted at the terminal.

“Sorry, Admiral,” the woman said. “We don’t negotiate with terrorists.”

“Uhhh. This isn’t good,” Z moaned a half second before the red lights above the bridge started pulsing.

“What is going on?” I asked her as a siren began to shriek.

“The destroyers are launching warheads. They are targeting this carrier!”
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Space Witch - Chapter 13

The display screens on the bridge flashed, and I could see a swarm of missiles leaving the pair of destroyers. There were way too many of them to count, so I guessed the number was over fifty. They were probably blowing their entire payload to make sure we didn’t capture their carrier.

This was the exact opposite of what I expected would happen.

“What is going on? Why are they firing on us?” Jatal shouted to me from the other side of the bridge, but I ignored the man.

“Distance?” I asked Z as my stomach dropped.

“Eleven kilometers. What do we do?” I could hear the hopelessness in her voice.

“Activate shields, and see if you can deploy drones,” I replied as I fought back my own despair. Missiles weren’t usually much of a problem if a ship was properly crewed. They could easily be caught by drones, shot down by plasma cannons or laser arrays, and most shields could block a good chunk of the damage. The problem was that this carrier only had a skeleton crew and said skeleton crew was mostly incapacitated by the fall from the ceiling. No one knew how to fly this carrier or use any of the cannons.

“Hey Admiral Asshole, you don’t know how to turn on the shields, do you?” Z growled as she ran her fingers across the control interface.

“No, I just give the orders,” the man whined.

“How many escape pods do you have?” I asked.

“We have a two hundred and forty,” he said as he pointed to the pair of chute doors on the wall of the bridge.

“Adam, there are sixty-four--”

“Extract the tube and get off of the carrier!” I interrupted Eve’s voice coming across the transponder. “We are going to take the escape pods,” I yelled loud enough for Jatal and his people to hear me, and the men sprinted toward the doors leading to the chutes.

“I will disengage and try to pick you up from space,” Eve said.

“Can you destroy the other ships?” I asked. “We will aim for the moon, but they might shoot us down before we get there.” Z was already out of her chair, and I motioned for her to follow me.

“I will--” the Alloprize officer began to say, but Z interrupted him with a shot from her rifle. The man screamed as a bullet tore through his leg, and he fell to the ground with a spray of blood.

“Captains go down with their ship, asshole.” Z spat on the man, and then we turned to run.

We made it a few steps before the missiles hit the carrier.

We both lifted off the floor as if we were insects trapped inside of a thrown bottle. I managed to grab the blonde woman with my left arm as soon as we left the ground, and I tried to do my best to wrap my larger body around hers.

I felt my shoulder slam into something and break into a hundred pieces, then my back collided with metal and my spine shattered. My arms were cut by razors, and while my new armor protected me from most of the damage, I knew that both my elbows were broken. Something punched my skull once, twice, three times, and I felt my right eye rip out of its socket.

I knew Z would die if I let go of her, so I focused all of my willpower on the task of keeping my broken arms wrapped around the woman’s lean body. She screamed into my chest, or maybe it was the screech of the sirens of the death wail of the mini-carrier drowning out the last thoughts of my mutated brain.

“Come on! Why the fuck are you so heavy! Damn it! Get up!” I heard Z shout, but she sounded so far away.

I opened my left eye, but I couldn’t really see through the blood pouring out of my face. Or maybe it was the smoke. Or maybe it was the endless flow of sparks pouring out of every surface of the bridge. I was lying on my stomach, but my left arm was raised in the air, and I felt someone tugging on it.

“Adam, please get up. I can’t carry you. Damn it. Don’t fucking die. Please get up! Fuccccckkkk!” I heard her say again, but my ears seemed to be confused as to which direction she spoke from.

I forced my neck to pull my head up more, and I made out the faint outline of the blonde hacker pulling on my left arm. It looked like she was really tugging on my limb, but she might as well have been trying to tow Persephone with a rope. I probably weighed over a hundred and fifty kilograms in my half-tiger form with my armor on.

“Go,” I said, and I felt way too much blood pour past my fangs and out of my mouth.

“No! Get the fuck up!” Z screamed at me. “This whole thing is going to disintegrate in half a minute. Get up! Damn it, Adam! Get up!”

I tried to push against the floor with my right hand, but I couldn’t seem to put any strength into my arm, probably because it was beyond broken. Then I tried to move my legs, but nothing happened. Everything hurt beyond the shock of numbing pain that I was used to.

Even the beast inside of my soul whimpered.

“I can’t move.” More blood poured out of my mouth, and the ship lurched to the side. We both started to slide away from the hatches that led to the escape pods, and Z cried out with dismay.

“Come on, Adam. Please get up.” The air was filled with the scent of smoke and burnt ozone. It was hard to see, but the tears rolling down Z’s pretty face sparkled with the orange light from dozens of bridge terminal fires.

“I can’t go. Save yourself.” I just wanted to sleep. I just wanted to close my eyes. Despite my armor, blood was pouring out of me.

But I also itched with the power of my strange healing ability. It would never let me die. It would never let me rest.

“Fine. Fucker,” she huffed and then sat down on the rocking surface.

“No. Go,” I gasped.

“No, Adam,” Z said as more tears came down her face. “You’ve saved my life too many times to count. I’m not going without you. We’ll die together. Kind of romantic, huh?” She tried to snicker, but snot was running out of her nose now, and she was sobbing out the words.

Both of her hands held onto my left paw, and she squeezed my fingers twice.

The beast in my stomach growled, and the edges of my vision started to shift from their normal yellow hue to red. I told my legs to move, but they didn’t. Then I punched the floor with my right fist, and the blonde hacker let out a surprised yelp.

“Yes! Get up! Come on tiger-man. You can do it! Yes!” Z screamed through her tears as my right leg started to move.

I moaned against the agony and then tried to move my left leg. This one also worked, and I felt the discs in my spine itch like crazy as it began to reform around my vertebrae joints. Fire descended my back, and I spit out what felt like another gallon of blood.

“Stand up!” Z shouted as she pulled on my hand. “Get a move on, marine! We have to get the fuck out of here!”

The bottom of my right boot found the floor, but the ship started to slide the other way, and I tipped over.

“Lean on me,” Z said as she slipped her shoulders under my left arm.

“Ha,” I spat as I regained my balance. There was no way she could support my weight, but her gesture gave my spirit strength, and I stood.

“Let’s go, Adam,” she took a step and pulled on the arm she had draped over her shoulders.

The ceiling exploded in a fireball of smoke, magma, and lightning. The mass of twisted metal fell two meters in front of us, and we had to pause our walk.

“Around it!” Z groaned and pulled me to my left.

I moved my boot, almost fell over. Then took another step. This one was better, and I realized that I actually was leaning on Z a bunch. The mass of fire had blocked our route to the escape pod hatch and probably added another fifteen seconds of time to our escape.

We probably didn’t have more than ten seconds to get to the pod.

“Can you see? I can’t see anything!” Z shouted as a blast of black smoke erupted from the ceiling.

The carrier lurched again, and it tipped us right into the mass of twisted, burning metal we were trying to walk around. My friend screamed and tried to hold onto me, but she tripped over my big feet, and we both crashed to the bucking floor.

Then we started to slide toward the molten metal.

“No!” She shouted as she tried to grasp my chest.

“Hold on,” I growled as I slammed my right hand into the metal of the floor. I was looking for seams in the metal that my cat claws could hook onto, but instead, my claws actually punched into the metal as if it was made out of a cheap aluminum can. We stopped our slide, and then the carrier lurched back in the other direction a few seconds later.

Now the molten ceiling metal was rolling toward us like a fiery tumbleweed.

I yanked my claws out of the metal and pushed Z off my chest. The woman landed on her feet, and then I rolled to the side before the ball of smoking ship ceiling could crush me.

The escape pod chute was still fifteen meters away. Or at least, I thought it was. I couldn’t really see through the smoke anymore. I could only see Z, and she was yanking on my arm to help me stand.

The ship lurched as soon as I made it to my feet, and we were flung forward. I wrapped my arms around the blonde woman again, but we just bounced off the floor instead of pinballing around the bridge.

Damn. I was tired. So fucking tired.

“Get up!” Z’s voice yanked me from my thoughts of sleep, and I managed to stand again.

My friend was coughing, and my own breaths were coming out in painful gasps. I couldn’t tell if it was because there was too much smoke in the air, or if it was because we were losing air to the bridge. Either way, my estimate of ten seconds was nearing its end, and I didn’t think we’d live much longer.

Then my hand closed over the handle of the escape hatch.

“Get in!” I ordered Z as I yanked the latch down.

I half expected the hacker to argue with me again, but she jumped down the slide without a word, and I tumbled down after her. The slide down the chute was only ten meters, and we came out in the starboard nest of escape pods.

These escape pod nests were located all over military ships so that passengers could get out. This one probably served the bridge as well as a few other nearby areas of the ship because I saw other chutes leading into the room. There were spots for at least forty pods, and only five of them had been taken. Z headed toward the closest, but then the gravity tech on the ship cut out, and we were floating above the ground.

“Damn it! We were so close!” the blonde woman screamed as she tried to kick-swim toward the far wall. We were five meters away from the nearest pod, but we hadn’t been able to kick off the ground correctly, and both of us were just floating until the gravity tech turned back on.

I doubted that the gravity would actually turn back on.

The carrier was on its death bed, and the systems probably couldn’t keep the power up.

“Hold on to my chest,” I ordered Z, and she wrapped her arms around my neck.

I pointed my shotgun behind us, adjusted the angle a tiny bit, and then pulled the trigger. My eye socket hadn’t healed yet, but I didn’t really need to aim with my usual precision. The blast from the weapon launched us through the zero gravity with a speed almost equal to the slug. I twisted my body in the air to protect Z again, and my back took the brunt of the impact when we hit the interior of the pod I had aimed us at.

My breath exploded out of my mouth with a spray of hot blood, and the world darkened to a shade only a few tints lighter than black. Z wiggled loose of my arms, flung down the door, and then punched the giant red “Launch” button with her fist.

“Go! Go! Go! Goooooo!” she prayed as the pod detached from the anchors holding it to the wall. There was a hiss of hydraulics that filled the interior of the pod like a room full of snakes, and then the top thrusters hit.

“You are really fucked up. Hold still. I’ll strap you in,” Z said as she pushed me against one of the four chairs. I didn’t have the strength to resist her, if anything, it was taking everything I had to keep my eyes open.

“Okay. You are in,” she said I heard the last buckle click across my armor.

“Thanks,” I whispered. My vision was getting blurry, but I saw Z strap herself into the chair and then plug her data cord into her skull.

Then we were in space, and the massive purple gas giant filled the view windows of the escape pod.

“Eve? Can you hear us?” Z said into her transponder.

“Yes! You are alive! I knew it!” I heard Eve’s voice come from both of our transponders, and I was able to get my lips to smile. She sounded overjoyed.

“We just got off the ca-- Oh, shit!” Z screamed.

The carrier exploded.

Or more appropriately, it imploded. There was still an explosion type fire because of the massive engines of the craft giving up the ghost, but the rest of the ship crumpled toward its drives as if it was being pulled into a black hole.

And our pod was starting to get sucked toward it.

“What the fuck? Why are we going backward?” Z asked.

“Sometimes hyperdrives can get so damaged, they create mini gravity wells,” I coughed. I’d seen it happen a few times during space combat, and had once asked an engineer about why some larger starships seemed to implode when they were destroyed. He had given me a long explication filled with talk of various quarks, atoms, and molecular reactions that happened when parts of the hyperdrives touched other parts of the hyperdrive that they weren’t supposed to touch. It had made no sense to me, but now I kind of wished I’d paid more attention to the lecture. I had no idea if the gravity well would last for a few seconds, or for hundreds of years.

With our luck, the mini carrier’s pull wouldn’t end in just a few seconds.

“We can’t catch a break, can we?” Z groaned.

“What is wrong?” Eve asked.

“The carrier’s pulling us back. Can you help?” the blonde hacker asked.

“I am providing cover fire. The other ships were attempting to destroy the drones,” Eve replied. “I will try to assist you after I deal with these miscreants.”

Persephone suddenly streamed across the windows of the pod. The manta ray craft twisted through space in a graceful barrel roll and banked up away from us. The lasers on the front of the dark starship lit up with a red line of hatred, but I couldn’t see if they hit their target.

“Can you increase the power to the thrusters?” I asked Z as I pointed at the control panel she had plugged her skull into.

“Yeah, that’s what I’m trying to do,” she said as she looked up at the window at the crumbling carrier. “These things are really stupid. They are just set to either drift in space or punch through the atmosphere of the nearest inhabitable planet. They’ve got enough thrust to go for two months in space, but that’s only because of the lack of resistance. I’m going to try to make it think we are breaking into the atmosphere. It will probably burn through most of our power though.” She looked at me with an eyebrow raised.

“Do it,” I ordered, and she nodded.

Z closed her eyes, and I let out a long sigh. Despite the roar of the thruster on the pod, we continued to drift toward the carrier. The massive ship now looked like a crushed can, and the ends of it were spewing plasma fire while they tried to twist inward.

“Persephone and I have eliminated one of the destroyers and one of the frigates,” Eve said casually. “The remaining two are focusing their limited fire on us. I do not think I can pull you from the atmosphere until I finish them off, and that might take us another five minutes.”

“You took out two starships yourself?” I couldn’t believe what I was hearing.

“No, Persephone and I did. It was mostly her. She is upset that you are in danger,” Eve replied. “I am as well, of course, but I am letting her protect you.”

“What are you talking about?” Z opened her eyes, and the engine started to sputter.

“I will explain later,” the vampire woman said. “We are glad you are both alive. Can you--”

“The thruster should push hard now. Get ready for--” Z started to say, but then the thruster turned off. “Uhhhhh. That wasn’t supposed to happen.”

“Can you fix it?” I said. My broken eye socket was itching terribly, and my headache suddenly disappeared.

“That was fixing it! Piece of--”

“Try again,” I growled and blinked. My other eye was working, and I could see the terror on my friend’s face much clearer now.

“Okay,” she said with a sigh and closed her eyes.

Persephone flashed across our viewport, and her black-winged shape was silhouetted against the purple background of the gas giant. There was a group of drones following her, but it was obvious that she was outpacing them, and their laser beams all missed her quick movements.

“Work! You! Fucking! Piece! Of! Space! Junk!” Z shouted as she slammed her palm into the button pad of the escape pod. I reached out to try and stop her, but the engines suddenly lit, and the escape pod began to pull away.

“Huh. I didn’t actually think that would work.” The blonde woman let out a dry laugh and then leaned back into her harness. The pod thrusters were pushing with much more force than earlier, and we quickly outpaced the gravity pull of the destroyed carrier.

“Uhhhh, Eve. We are heading to the moon. Are you going to be able to snag us before we enter the atmosphere?” Z said after the moon loomed in our viewport.

“I am trying. The other two carriers have launched drones. I am attempting to destroy them, but I am unable to use our weapon inventory. I can only use the front laser array,” the vampire woman replied.

“Okay, so… that’s not good.” The hacker gulped and looked at me.

“We can land on the planet. Then she can pick us up,” I said.

“Yeah, that’s a good theory. Only two problems with that, though,” Z said with a sigh.

“I have a feeling I’m not going to like what you tell me,” I growled.

“Nope. The first problem is that we burnt through most of our power getting away from the carrier. I don’t know if we’ll have enough juice to slow our plummet onto the moon.”

“That’s a problem,” I agreed.

“So, we’ll probably die in a few seconds, again. Shit, you would think I’d get used to this by now. I feel like a cat with nine lives or something.” Z started to laugh, and her blue eyes fixed on me.

“Let’s say we live. What is the second problem?” I asked.

“Our landing spot is less than two kilometers from where we parked Persephone before. The Alloprize army is all over the place. If we don’t burn up in the descent, which I’m pretty sure we will, then we are going to get filled full of bullets as soon as we land.”

“Fuck,” I groaned.

“I cannot disengage with these ships.” Eve’s voice came across the transponder, and the woman sounded more upset than Z did at the news.

“Hey. We did our best,” the hacker said as she closed her eyes. “Hopefully Jatal and his smelly crew of freedom fighters made it to the surface and managed to get away. Maybe they can win this now that Alloprize has lost most of their fleet.”

“Yeah,” I sighed as the sides of the pod began to heat up. The landing thrusters were engaging, but the pod’s main one was still on, and it was pushing us faster into the atmosphere.

Then I got an idea.

“Turn the pod upside down,” I said to Z.

“Huh?” She opened her eyes.

“Use the main thruster to soften our landing. You said we are running out of power? Flip the pod over so it is trying to escape the atmosphere.”

“Hmmm. I can’t really pilot this thing like that. It is preset to fly to the closest area.”

“Tell it to fly back to the carrier,” I said as I looked up at the main thruster. “And then cut the engine to a quarter.”

“Aye, Captain,” she said as she leaned forward in her straps. It only took a moment of her working, and then the pod flipped through the orange fire to face the opposite direction. We were still falling, but the drop was less rapid, and the sides of the pod had shifted from a red to a bright orange color.

“Push engines to thirty-five percent,” I ordered as I looked out the viewport.

“It doesn’t really work that way. I have to--”

“Make it happen, or we are going to die,” I growled, and she nodded.

Then the glow around our pod lightened up a bit.

“We’ve got ten seconds of thrust left at this rate!” she screamed.

“I have eliminated another destroyer. Please get to the surface safely.” Eve’s voice was faint in my ears because of the roar from the pod entering the atmosphere.

“Seven seconds!” Z screamed, and the thruster pushing up against the atmosphere flickered off for a moment before it turned back on.

“Hold on!” I growled. I wanted to reach over to Z and wrap my much larger body around her, but it wouldn’t help much. These pods were meant to take a beating, and anything that would penetrate these walls would tear through my flesh without hesitation.

“Four, three, two--”

“Cut back to ten percent!” I ordered the moment the pod stopped shaking and the orange glow faded from the hull.

“Cutting to ten percent!” Z yelled.

But then the thruster hiccupped, spat, and died for a moment. The spin of purple rock below us was like a whirlpool that never ended, and we were sinking into the deadly depths.

“Ahhhhhhhhh!” Z shouted, and I saw her cheeks stretch against her skull as her body fought against the G-forces.

The thrusters kicked back on, and the pod lifted up for half a moment. It felt like my spine was being forced out my asshole, and my vision faded began to twist with blackness.

I was conscious long enough to feel us smash into the surface of the moon, but I passed out when we made our first bounce.
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Space Witch - Chapter 14

“Adam? Adam? Z? Please respond.” Eve’s voice brought me out of my unconsciousness with a gentle pull.

“Here,” I choked out the word into my transponder, and then I opened my eyes.

A flickering red light cast a morbid glow into the interior of the pod. The opposite sides from where Z and I were strapped in were crumbled like a plastic jug that had been stepped on, but there didn’t appear to be any damage on the side where we sat. My friend was still unconscious, and her blonde hair draped over her face in a way that prevented me from seeing if she’d been injured.

“Thank the stars,” Eve said. “You haven’t responded for a few minutes.”

“I don’t know how Z is. Hold.” I reached up to unlock my straps, but it was hard to move my arm. I was so damn tired. I just wanted to close my eyes and sleep.

My hand was human. I must have changed form when I fell unconscious. It meant that the monster inside of my DNA wasn’t powering my body anymore, and I would need to sleep soon.

I gritted my teeth and managed to reach the buckle of the harness. I popped it open and then fell the meter or so to the crumpled interior of the pod. It felt good to lie against the warm metal there, and I allowed my eyes drift closed.

“Adam? Adam? Adam?” It was as if Eve was pulling me out from under twenty meters of water. I kept trying to swim to the surface, but I just couldn’t move into the sun. The water here was so warm, and it hugged me like a thousand lovers.

“Adam!” Eve’s scream echoed in my mind and sent an electric current through my spine. I sat up against the inside of the pod and then banged my head against one of the chairs.

“I’m awake. I’ll check on Z,” I said into the transponder. Then I moved to my friend and smoothed the hair back from her face. I didn’t see any cuts or bruises there, so I reached my fingers to unfasten the buckle between her breasts.

“Ha, so flirty. What about Eve?” the hacker whispered with a chuckle.

“Huh?” I asked as I pulled my hand away from her, but then I realized that the hacker was unconscious again.

“It looks like Z is okay,” I said to Eve as I reached back to unbuckle my friend. She fell into my arms as soon as I released the harness, and I slid her over onto my right shoulder so her chest draped across my back.

“That is a relief. I just eliminated the last frigate. Persephone is undamaged, but I had to fly onto the opposite side of the moon to evade some drones. I will return to pick you up in eight and a half minutes.”

“I’ll pull her out of the pod so we can wait for you. Did the other pods make it to the surface?” I asked.

“I believe most of them did. The first one was shot down by one of the Alloprize destroyers, but then I began to attack them, and they ignored the rest of the pods.”

“Alright, we might have more passengers to pick up.”

“I will look for them en route to get you. Be there soon,” she said.

There were two exit doors to the pod. One of them was all sorts of crumpled by our impact with the surface of the moon, but the other looked undamaged. I stepped toward it, reached for the handle, and then twisted the grip. It rotated but didn’t open, so I had to kick my foot into the hunk of metal. The third kick dislodged it from its hinges, and it popped away to expose the purple surface of the moon.

I crouched on my knees and crawled sideways out the door with Z on my shoulder. It was a somewhat tricky maneuver because of her lanky body, the rifle strapped to her back, my shotgun and rifle tied to me, and my exhaustion, but I eventually got us out and leaned the woman against the outside metal of the pod.

I fought against my desire to pass out and stepped back into the escape craft. Under each chair were mini lockers filled with food, water, blankets, and other survival gear. I was able to get the contents of three of the lockers out, but the fourth was too damaged by the impact of the crash, and my tired hands couldn’t muster the strength to pry it open.

“Adam?” I heard Z call out, and I hurried to crawl back out of the sideways positioned door.

“I’m here,” I said.

“Good. You aren’t naked,” she said once she saw me. She was still sitting in the spot I left her, and it appeared that she had made no effort to stand.

“Yeah. Why would I be naked?” I asked.

“Because I died and went to heaven?” She tilted her head and laughed.

“You are strange,” I said as I looked at the wreck of the pod. I really wanted to sleep for the next year, but I needed to get the lay of the land and figure out if there was a nearby position that we could fall back to in case the Alloprize army showed up before Eve got here.

“You are the walking tiger-man. I’m not strange,” she said as I pulled one of the water bottles from the supplies and handed it to her.

“Fair enough,” I said before I tore the cap off of my own water bottle. I drank it in a few seconds, tossed it on the ground, grabbed onto the edge of the pod door, and hoisted myself up.

It felt like I weighed a thousand kilograms. My arms didn’t want to lift me, and my legs didn’t want to bear any weight. I needed to sleep for a good twelve hours.

Z didn’t say anything as I climbed up the pod, so I guessed she knew my intent. Once I made it to the apex, I was able to see in all directions. I pulled out my transponder, scrolled open the display screen, and then figured out which direction was north. Z was facing southwest, and the cave where we had landed Persephone less than half an hour ago was about three kilometers to our east.

Where the giant cloud of dust was.

“Shit,” I cursed under my breath as I held my hand over my enhanced eyes. I could easily see the gleam of the sun and purple gas giant off the glass of the lead vehicle of a caravan, and I recognized the Alloprize colors.

“Eve, we’ve got a group of Alloprize armored vehicles heading in our direction. I estimate they will be here in two minutes,” I turned around atop the pod and tried to see if there was anywhere where Z and I could take cover. There was a small ravine about two hundred meters to our south, and I estimated that we could probably get there right as our enemies arrived at the pod.

“Why can’t we catch a fucking break?” I heard Z call out from below me, and her voice also echoed through my transponder.

“I’ll be there in four minutes, perhaps five. I do not know how to pilot Persephone as well as Z does,” the vampire said.

I let out a long breath and considered my options. If we stayed at the pod, we might be able to hold off the men for a few minutes, but all they would need to do is drive one of their vehicles around us, and they would have a clear shot.

If we ran to the ravine, there might not be any cover. Then we would be exposed in the open, and they would be able to capture or snipe us with ease. If there were a cave, or way to take cover, then we’d probably be able to last until Persephone arrived.

Didn’t Jatal say there were mining caves all over this moon?

“We are going to run to a ravine some two hundred meters to the south of our pod. I’m hoping there is a cave we can take shelter inside until you reach us,” I said to Eve.

“I will try to hurry. Please be safe,” she responded, but I heard Z groan from below me.

“Z, what’s wrong?” I asked as I slid off the pod. I didn’t have the strength to land correctly, and I tumbled to the ground.

“Nothing.” She grunted, and I felt her hands pull on the shoulder of my armor. “Just a bit sick of assholes trying to kill me. When we finish kicking these fuckers in the collective dicks, let’s take Persephone to a planet with a nice beach and plenty of alcohol. We’ll have enough rhodium to pay for a vacation.”

“If we get out of this alive,” I said as I stood. My legs were sore, and I had one of those headaches from lack of sleep. I began to take a few steps, and it felt like twenty-kilogram weights were attached to each of my ankles.

This was going to be a really long two hundred meters, and I didn’t even know if there would be a cave we could take cover in.

“Uhh, can you run faster?” Z asked after we started to jog. She had quickly outpaced me and slowed down as she looked over her shoulder.

“Yeah. Keep running,” I gasped. “Look for a cave or a way down when you get there.”

“I don’t want to leave you behind,” she said.

“I’ll be fine. Just hurry. It will save time if you go ahead.” I tried to get my feet to move, but all I wanted to do was sleep. It was harder to keep my eyes open than to move my damn legs.

I saw Z sprint on ahead, and I tried to focus on pumping my fists when I ran so that my legs would follow suit. The strategy seemed to work a bit better than trying to make my legs work by themselves, and my pace began to increase.

I risked a glance over my shoulder and saw that the vehicles driving over the purple surface of the moon were probably only a kilometer away. I checked the edge of the ravine and saw that I probably had another one hundred and twenty more meters to run.

It was going to be close.

Z made it to the edge when I was still about seventy meters away. I saw her lean over the edge, look left, look right, and then jump up with a wave toward me. She pointed to her right and then began to run that direction. I altered my course a little, and our paths intersected when I made it to the edge of the ravine.

Just as the first bullets whizzed over our heads.

“Fuck!” Z shouted as she ducked low. The enemy soldiers were trying to hit us while they were still riding.

“What did you see?” I asked as I put my arm around her shoulders and pulled her so that I was between her and the vehicles.

“There is some scaffolding here. Looks old, and I couldn’t see a cave, but there has to be something or else they wouldn’t have bothered. It’s twenty meters or so.” Another spray of bullets flew around us, and one of them bounced off my armor. The kinetic energy pushed my chest into the blonde hacker, and she let out a surprised yelp.

“Keep running!” I shouted, and the woman sprinted away from me.

She reached the spot on the side of the ravine and leaned out over the side. There were marks on the dirt here, and it looked like the area had been smoothed over by machines, but there was no other trace that this had ever been a spot where the miners worked.

“Down here!” She pointed. “I don’t see a way down.”

I neared the edge and heard another round of gunshots behind us. These missed us, but I could feel the air the angry bullets parted. We didn’t have much time. We never had enough time.

The first platform of the scaffolding was a good five meters down, and I didn’t see any ladder that would let us descend safely.

“Oh, no!” Z gasped as I reached for her. She actually tried to wiggle out of my grasp, but I was still quicker, and I swung her into my arms like she was a baby.

Then I jumped.

“Nooooo!” she shouted for the second it took us to land on the platform.

If I had been in my half-tiger form, I could have fallen three, maybe four times the distance while holding Z and only suffered a minor injury. Even in my human form, this wouldn’t have been a big deal if I was at optimal health. But I felt like shit, needed to sleep, and still wasn’t fully healed from getting bounced around the bridge of the carrier. I hit the platform like a sack of bricks; my legs gave out, my back smashed into the platform with an agonizing crack, and my breath exploded from my lungs as if someone had smacked me in the stomach with a sledgehammer.

Z had also taken some of the impact, and while I didn’t feel any of her bones break, I did hear her lungs empty of air when she fell on top of my chest.

I was dizzy, and I figured that this was a good place to sleep for now. Z would figure out the rest. She was smart. I just wanted to close my eyes for a few minutes. I almost didn’t care if the Alloprize soldiers caught us. I didn’t care if they killed me. I was just so damn tired. I wanted to rest. Forever.

“Adam, get up!” I heard Z shout, but she sounded so far away. I felt her tug on my arm like she had done on the bridge of the carrier, but I didn’t care anymore.

I am almost there. Please stay awake, my Adam.

Eve’s voice came into my brain like an electrical spark, and I felt my spine shake with a startling shock. The sensation forced my eyes open, and I rolled over on the platform toward Z’s pull.

“Yeah! There’s a cave right here! Hurry!” Z shouted, and I managed to get my legs vertical and my ass off the ground.

The blonde hacker pulled me into the mouth of the dark cave only a second and a half before a spray of gunfire lit up the platform behind us.

“Get down,” I grunted as I twisted around to face the exit. My hand reached for the shotgun strapped around my shoulders, and my thumb flipped off the safety with a practiced move. As I expected, a pair of grenades dropped from the edge above and bounced off the platform. My shotgun kicked back in my hands, and the slug sent one of the grenades skipping away. My second shot nicked the side of the other grenade, and the energy sent it spinning like a top instead of flying away from us.

Z was already moving back into the cave, and I turned to sprint behind her. I’d been ready to sleep only a few moments before, but there was nothing like a live grenade to force one’s sphincter to motivate the fucking legs.

The explosion went off behind me and sprayed shards of shrapnel into the cave. I felt some of them bounce off the backplate of my armor, but there was a hot sting in the back of my right thigh, and I stumbled into Z. We both fell over again, and the blonde woman grunted when I landed on top of her.

“I’m hit,” I growled as I pushed myself off her.

“Where?”

“Leg. Help me get up,” I said as I tried to stand. There was probably a seam in the armor plates that the piece of grenade had slipped through.

“I am approaching your location. I am engaging laser arrays,” Eve said over our transponders.

“Kick their asses, Eve!” Z shouted as she crouched next to my leg. We were standing about ten meters inside of the cave, but there wasn’t much light coming through, so I turned on the glow of my armor.

“Whoa! How did you--”

“Left button on the left sleeve,” I said, and her suit lights turned on a second later.

Then the rocky ceiling of the cave started to shake, and I heard screaming up above.

“Eve, we are somewhat close to the surface. Be careful with your shot placements or the cave we are hiding in might collapse,” I said into my transponder.

“Understood,” she said. “They have some missile launchers. I did a pass and took out half of their vehicles, but Persephone has told me that they are attempting to lock the weapons on her.”

“We are good in here for a bit, get away, and we’ll continue to dig into the cave,” I replied as I looked into the depths of the cavern. It seemed to swallow the light from my suit like a black hole.

“Uhhh. I don’t really want to go--” Z started to say, but another pair of grenades bounced onto the platform near us.

Then we ran into the depths of the cave.

The passage looked as if it might have once been a mine. Gashes in the wall indicated that some sort of machine could have once traversed the path, but some of the placements of the cuts didn’t make sense, and the ground was rougher than I would have expected for a mining operation. I was either wrong, and something else had cut across the walls, or the mining operation had been abandoned over half a century ago, and the natural earthquakes of the moon covered most of the traces of man’s passage.

I was hoping it was the latter.

It had been three thousand years since humankind first left Earth. In the beginning, most ships left with the most meager of hyperdrive and terraforming technologies. Those early settlers had been hard men and women that faced the unknown with steadfast hope. Thousands of people left Earth every day on “ARK” ships set to go as far as they could from our home world.

Most of them were never heard from again.

It didn’t mean they weren’t successful. The ancient issue with communication was still a problem today; there was no efficient way to get news out of a solar system. It was hand delivered by trade ships, explorers, corporate, or military fleets that set out into the universe in search of rhodium or other precious metals to power hyper or warpdrives. It really was a rehash of the old western expansion of ancient America during the 1800s.

And there were “Indians” in this great frontier.

I hadn’t heard of intelligent alien life, but there were rumors of strange beasts on other planets. I had never seen one myself so they could have been tales told just to pass the time, but the scratches on the cave wall here could have been organic, and it was possible that something lived deep under the surface of this moon before terra-forming happened.

I didn’t bring up my concerns to Z, but the thought was enough to take a bit of the edge off of my exhaustion. It was starting to hit me again, and I almost didn’t care about whatever could have lived in this cave. I just wanted to sleep. I needed to sleep. If not for the desire to protect my friend, I would have just curled up against a rock and drifted off into the nothingness.

But my friend needed me. If I slept now, Z would be in trouble, so I forced my eyelids up and stumbled forward on my injured leg. We only need to survive a few more minutes.

The grenades went off behind us, and the explosions echoed through the depths of the cave like an elephant’s trumpet. I hoped that, if there was something living in the depths, it took the blasts as a warning and moved away from us.

Of course, the opposite could also happen.

“How far we gonna go?” Z said after we had moved a few dozen meters into the darkness.

“Hold on,” I said, and the woman paused.

I inhaled deeply and then tilted my head around in a circle.

“Please tell me you don’t smell a giant hacker eating alien,” Z said.

“They aren’t aliens if they are natives of the moon, and no, I don’t smell anything. I do hear voices coming from the entrance. They are pursuing us,” I said with a sigh.

“Fucking shit. What is it with these guys?”

“We did just destroy their entire space fleet.” I shrugged.

“Fair enough. I’d be pissed too. They are stuck on this moon, huh? Seems like they would want to capture us and ransom for passage on Persephone.”

“Yeah. They are stuck here,” I said as I turned over the hacker’s words in my head. She made a really good point that I hadn’t considered until this moment: Alloprize was pretty much defeated. We just needed to find Jatal and get him and his men reunited with his people in the caves. The Children of Rah could outlast the Alloprize military with our help. It would only take a few weeks, maybe a few months for the invaders to surrender.

“Turn off your lights,” I whispered to Z as the footsteps grew closer to us. Even in my human form, my ears were much improved over a normal man’s, and I guessed there were five soldiers coming toward us.

“Uhhh. I don’t think that is a good idea. This cave is giving me the heebie-jeebies. It looks like one of those places in the horror movies where the sex- crazed teenagers want to--”

“Shut up, turn off your damn lights, and cut your transponder off,” I hissed at her, and both of our lights shut off.

I lifted my shotgun to point toward the sounds of the Alloprize soldiers, but the weapon felt like it weighed eighty kilos. I had to use both of my arms to lift it, and the sudden darkness of the cave made me wonder if I was sleeping or awake. Damn it, I really wanted to sleep.

Was I sleeping? Had I drifted off as soon as Z and I turned off our lights? I heard my friend breathing next to me, but maybe that was my own breath. Maybe I was dreaming. Maybe I was spinning through a dream, and I was still stuck in the cell of the laboratory where they experimented on me. Or maybe I was in my bunk back when I was in Jupiter’s Marine Corps.

Maybe I was back with my mom and sister, and I was trying to get a job to help pay the medical bills. Maybe I’d just dreamed that I’d gone to war. That I had joined the Yakuza, been sold into slavery, and been changed into a weretiger monster.

Maybe I had just dreamed of Eve.

She was like something out of my dreams.

“I thought I saw a light up ahead,” I heard a distant voice whisper, and I let out a slow sigh of relief.

“Shhh,” another voice hissed.

The cave shook around us, and I wondered if Eve had made another pass overhead. She was probably trying to message us, but her voice through the transponders would give away our location.

“Turn off your lights and set your helmets to infrared,” another voice said.

Fuck. Of course, they had infrared helmets. It was standard equipment for most military forces. I didn’t need it when I was in my tiger form, but I couldn’t change back now. It was taking everything I had to keep my eyes open.

I debated our options. The five soldiers would be able to see us before we could spot them. So we could either turn on our lights and engage in a gunfight, or we could turn on our lights and then try to move back further into the cave. Unless there was another exit out of the cave somewhere, we were going to have to fight them eventually, and every minute that passed made me want to sleep more.

“Step back a bit. I’m going to try and engage them,” I whispered to Z, but it was really hard to move my mouth. It felt like my jaw and tongue were numb.

“You sure?” she asked. “You can’t even walk.” I understood she wanted to help me, but she was smart enough to know that she couldn’t go up against a group of trained soldiers.

“Fall back,” I whispered again, and I heard her move away from me.

I had been crouched beside one of the cave walls, and I tried to stand. My leg should have healed by now, but it hadn’t, and the limb protested my movement. Agony ripped through the lower half of my body, and I just couldn’t stand. I thought the pain would have woken me up, but it only made me want to sleep more.

Fuck. This was it. Even if I managed to get up, I doubted I’d be able to control my shotgun enough to aim. I contemplated changing the plans and fleeing farther into the cave, but my condition would only worsen. We were trapped now, and the hopelessness made me want to scream.

Except I was just too damn tired. It felt like someone else was controlling my body, and I was like an observer that could only belt out silent screams.

“Help me stand,” I whispered to Z, and the woman’s arms wrapped around my left arm.

“Let’s just keep going,” her mouth was against my ear, and her whisper was desperate.

“I can’t really walk. I’ll try to hold them off while you fall back.” I reached down to my belt to grab a grenade, but I had either forgotten to equip them when I put my belt on, or they had fallen off when the walls of the carrier bridge chewed on me.

“Adam, I don’t--”

“Go, damn it.”

“No, damn it,” she hissed. “I didn’t leave you in the carrier. I’m not leaving you now.”

“You’ll die.”

“I’ll probably die after they kill you. I don’t care anymore.”

“Fine,” I said, and Z’s words gave me enough strength to raise my shotgun.

“Adam, I want to tell you something.” She still had her arms around my left bicep, and I felt her hot breath on my ear.

“I know,” I said.

“I know you know. I still want to say it before we die.”

“Target acquired!” a voice shouted half a second before the cave lit up with the first explosions of bullets.

I tried to throw my left arm back to push Z away, but I didn’t have enough strength. The woman was bringing her own rifle up, and the cave was filled with the sound of bullets leaving their weapons. I yanked on the trigger of my shotgun, but the slug didn’t go anywhere close to the eruptions of fire that hinted at the Alloprize soldier’s locations.

A bullet hit me in the chest. It didn’t penetrate my new armor, but it knocked me away from Z and into the wall of the cave. My friend shouted when I spun away from her, but she didn’t stop firing at the other five men.

I tried to raise my shotgun back up to point across the cave, but my arm just wouldn’t move, and another bullet punched me in the stomach. The armor still held against the round, but it felt like someone had stomped me on the abs, and the air left my lungs.

I bounced off the wall and fell to my knees. Despite my best efforts, the shotgun fell out of my grip and swung from the strap across my chest. I fumbled a grab for it and then tried to reach behind my back to get my rifle. That was an even more futile gesture.

Screams filled the cave, and I turned my eyes toward the five men. Two were covered in a red fire, and the light from the flames showed the other three men spinning around to point their rifles in all directions.

Eve materialized out of the darkness behind them.

Her eyes burned like the fire flowing over the two screaming men, and her mouth was opened in a silent scream that showed her fangs. The men turned their weapons to face her, and I tried to shout out a warning.

The vampire didn’t need my warning. Her left hand flicked out and raked across the neck of the man closest to her. A wave of blood emerged from his throat, and he let out a surprised choke. His rifle began to spray bullets, but Eve held out her right hand, and the weapon turned to point at the second man. The stream of metal ripped through the armor of the man as he screamed.

The third man aimed his rifle at the dark woman, but Eve seemed to fade from existence, and his bullets just bounced off the wall behind her. She materialized behind him, reached up her hands to yank his helmet back, and then bit him in the neck. The man’s eyes went wide, and he let go of his rifle so that he could try to push her away from his throat. His hands stopped their movement about halfway there, and they fell slack to his side.

Then he screamed as if his flesh was boiling, and the sound joined the voices of the men who were covered with the magical red fire.

The screams seemed to go on for half a minute. The two burning men were too busy trying to put out the fire that covered their bodies to help their friend, and his skin began to turn an ash color. Then Eve let go of him, and he tumbled to the ground as if he’d been turned into a rigid statue.

The burning soldiers were still trying to put out the fires by rolling on the ground, but it was as if they were covered with napalm, and their movements only seemed to enhance the flames and their agony. Eve pulled her pistol from the holster on her belt, pointed the weapon, and pulled the trigger twice. Each shot went through the neck of one of the men, and the fire around their bodies faded as soon as they died.

Then we were in darkness. Except for the light coming from Eve’s red eyes.

The vampire walked toward us, and she pressed the button on her sleeve to turn on the lights of her suit. Eve hadn’t bothered to put on any armor, and her perfect body was outlined with the light blue glow. She put away her pistol and let out a long exhale when she reached us.

“What took you so long?” Z asked with a dry laugh.
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Space Witch - Chapter 15

It took both women to carry me out of the cave. My legs refused to work, and I lacked the strength to hold my head up. I heard Jatal’s voice when we reached the platform, and I heard both Eve and Z shout up at him, but I couldn’t understand what they said until I felt them tie a rope around my chest.

Then I finally fell asleep.

And I dreamed.

I walked through a massive warehouse filled with cages. They were all empty, but I could smell the scent of the cats that used to live in them. I could see the fur they had shed, and I tasted their terror on the air. This was a prison, but where were the prisoners?

I walked toward the nearest cell, but my movements were alien. I looked down at my legs and saw that I wasn’t a human, and I was walking on all fours. My arms were legs, and I had a tail. I was a tiger, but my mind was my own, and I felt none of the anger the animal normally brought to my soul.

I continued my movements toward the cage. It was hard to walk when I thought about moving all four of my cat legs, but if I just thought about moving in a direction, the limbs seemed to work naturally. My tail even moved to counterbalance each of my four steps, and the sensation made me feel as if I could run as fast as the wind with ease.

There was dried blood in the cage, and I let my tongue roll out of my mouth to taste the floor. The lick returned thousands of sensations, memories, and emotions to my brain, and I felt my mind reel. I could make little sense of the tastes, so I took another lick to see if I could learn more.

The blood tasted like mine, only it was different. It was female.

I heard a growl behind me, and I turned to face a black cat about twice my size. The monster had two glowing red eyes, and its fur seemed to pull all the light from the room so that the creature looked to be only a shadow.

It growled again, and its lips curled back to show that it didn’t have teeth beyond twin fangs. A long forked tongue rolled out of its mouth to flick across the floor. It took a step toward me, and the intent of the monster was apparent.

It wanted to consume me, just as it had done to the others.

I didn’t wait for the monster to prepare itself. I felt the endless power in my rear legs, and I launched myself toward the creature. My leap carried me through the air with the speed of a bullet, and my claws tore into the flank of the shadowcat as if it was made of paper.

The beast roared and turned its jaw around to try to get at my throat. I was quicker though, and I managed to roll across its back. My enemy’s teeth closed around empty air, but the sound of its gnashing fangs convinced me that a single bite would rip me in half.

Even though the monster didn’t have more than two teeth.

I held my position on the back of the creature, and my front claws dug into its flesh like snow picks. It tried to buck me free, or turn to bite me again, but I was latched on, and it could not twist around to sink its fangs into me.

I let loose with my rear claws and did a frantic slashing dance. The shadowcat screamed with agony when I started to rip into it, and I got a good dozen rips with each limb before it figured out that it could dislodge me by rolling on its back.

I released my claws and jumped free before the larger cat could crush me under its weight. My movement almost landed me on the creature’s belly, but that would have allowed my opponent to hook me with its front claws while it ripped me to shreds, so I just paced away from the dark monster.

The shadowcat finished its roll and came to its feet carefully. I could tell its back was seriously wounded from my attack, but the monster’s eyes didn’t indicate any pain. The red eyes were just filled with hate, and we circled each other for a few moments.

Its tongue touched the ground and then twisted in the air like a sentient slug. Then the pink thing rolled back into the monster’s mouth and the cat’s muscles tensed. I guessed it would leap at me, and I coiled my own legs to jump out of the way.

We both leapt at the same time, and I heard the monster’s jaws snap on empty air. I pivoted as soon as my paws touched the ground and jumped toward where I thought the creature would have landed. My guess had been correct, and I plowed into the shadowcat’s shoulder. The neck of the thing was impossibly large, but I opened my jaws as wide as I could and sank my teeth into its throat.

The black beast let out a growl of rage that vibrated through my teeth and shook my tail. It tried to roll, but I stretched out my tiger body as long as I could so it couldn’t gain any leverage. Then the shadow cat reached out with its left claw and ripped the blades across my stomach. I felt my blood and intestines pour out of the wound, but the pain did not come.

I squeezed my jaws harder and tasted the creature’s hate pouring forth from its blood. It tasted like death. Like rancid meat left out in the sun for so long that even the flies didn’t want it.

I squeezed my jaws tighter.

The monster made another slash with its claws, and I felt part of my front right shoulder cut loose. Hot blood poured out of my body, and the agony from both cuts finally pierced my mind.

I clenched my jaws again, and the creature’s growl of anger turned into a whimper. Then I felt my teeth crush its bone, and the monster’s body sagged.

We collapsed together, and the pain overwhelmed my senses. I was dying, but I didn’t care. I’d killed the monster. It would do no more murdering now. Perhaps I was too late to save the many that had been in these cages, but there would be no more victims.

I heard a whisper and opened my eyes. There was a woman standing ten meters from me, and I pulled my mouth off the shadowcat so I could get a better look at her. She was beautiful. As beautiful as Eve, but while my friend’s hair was a dark shade of obsidian, this woman’s hair was a platinum blonde. She wore a black lace dress that was more of an idea than an actual garment. It didn’t really conceal her nipples or the slit of her entrance between her legs.

Her eyes also glowed red.

She held her hand out toward me, and I realized that I was no longer a tiger. My arms were human, and I pushed them against the corpse of the shadow monster so that I could stand. I stepped toward her, and she was standing closer to me now.

“Who are--” I started to ask, but she opened her mouth to speak.

“Eye yah. Eye yah. Eyyy,” she whispered, and her outstretched hand caressed my cheek.

“Are you--” I started to ask, but the woman’s other hand had come up to trace the shape of my mouth.

Then she pulled me toward her, and our lips met.

The kiss filled all of my senses. Her mouth was warm, gentle, and soft. Our tongues met and danced together, and she tasted of the sweetest honey. Or maybe it was fruit.

Or maybe it was life.

My hands circled her waist, and I pulled her almost naked body against mine. She let out a moan that filled my lungs and made my legs shake with desire. Her hands were at the back of my head, and my hands were cupping her firm ass. I was drunk off her, and I never wanted to stop drinking.

But then our lips parted, and we both sighed with our own desires.

“Eye yahhh, eye yahh. Yah?” she raised a blonde eyebrow, and I saw she had black feathered wings. Each feather was laced with strands of silver that matched the color of her hair.

“Adam?” I heard Eve’s voice, and I turned to look at the strange woman I held in my arms.

“Adam?” I heard Eve call again.

The woman in my arms rubbed her fingers across my cheek again, and she opened her mouth to speak.

“Adam?”

“What? Where?” I asked as my eyes opened. I was clutching a pillow to my chest, and I recognized the ceiling of my quarters.

“You were growling in your sleep,” Eve said, and I turned to face the woman.

“I had a dream. Or maybe it was a nightmare.” I said.

“Oh?” she asked as she leaned toward me. She was still wearing her gray and black striped unitard suit. Had I just dreamed of Eve? I remembered her eyes in my dream.

“Yeah. I’m… I think there was a black cat in it,” I said as I tried to remember. “And a woman.”

“A cat? A woman? What were they doing?” she asked.

“Uhh. I think I fought the cat. How long have I been asleep?” I asked as I gestured to the IV taped to my arm. I saw pieces of my armor on the floor of my room, and my suit had been peeled from my arms and chest so that it hung around my waist.

“Twenty Earth hours. What did the cat look like? What about the woman?” Eve asked.

“The cat was black. I think. The woman… Damn. I don’t remember. I think it was you.” I knew there was a woman. I recalled kissing her passionately, but I couldn’t remember anything about her besides the red eyes and amazing beauty. It had probably been Eve. “I’m forgetting already. Just a dream. Probably not that important.”

“Dreams are important. They are messages from our souls,” the dark woman said with a smile, and I realized she was probably reading my mind and knew that I’d dreamt of her.

“Maybe, or maybe I was just really damn tired. I feel fine now. Thanks for saving us,” I said as I sat up and reached the IV needle in my arm.

“Of course, I will always come to you. As you will always protect me.” Eve reached to my arm and helped me pull the needle out. “Even in your dreams, you can call on me for whatever you need.”

“What if I need you as--”

“Shhh,” she interrupted me. “I want the same as you. There will be time for it when our crew is established.”

“That’s some motivation for hiring some people.” I chuckled. Then I looked at the empty bags hanging from the stand near my bed. “I think we are going to need more saline drip bags. I seem to use one or two of these every day.”

“There are plenty in the medical bay, do not worry.”

“What is the status outside of the ship? How are Jatal and his army? What of Alloprize?” I asked.

“Jatal lost ten men during the escape from the carrier. We have captured a handful of the Alloprize soldiers. They are in the brig, and Jatal is questioning them. We’ve also taken three of their land vehicles. Each of the trucks contains explosives for blowing tunnels and extra ammo we can use.”

“That is good news. What is our location?” I asked as I stood. My boots were still on, but all of my armor was clean. I wondered if Z and Eve and thrown me in the shower while my clothes were on.

“We are landed on the opposite side of the moon from the majority of Alloprize’s forces. They have told us that they are going to shell the main tunnels where the Children of Rah are hiding unless we surrender to them,” Eve explained.

“They are grasping at straws. They can’t continue with a siege if they don’t have their fleet support,” I said as I pulled my suit up over my arms.

“I believe the situation might be more complicated. We should speak to Jatal and Z,” Eve said as she helped me attach the armor to the upper part of my shoulders. Her touch brought a shiver of pleasure down my spine, and I felt my body warm.

“Do you read my thoughts all the time?” I asked as her fingers linger on my shoulder.

“Yes,” she whispered. “Perhaps I should not but, I feel as though your thoughts are sometimes my own. It is not fair to you, my Adam.”

“Not fair?”

“I have my own thoughts, but you do not. I am sorry.”

“I don’t mind. You know what I think of you?”

“Yes,” she whispered, and her red eyes seemed to twinkle.

“Maybe that is why you keep reading my thoughts?” I asked with a chuckle.

“Perhaps it is.” Her mouth matched my smile, and she let out a long sigh. “I made a promise.”

“A promise?” I asked as my hands reached for hers.

“When I was alone in the tube. Well, I was not alone. I had my agony, my hate, and my despair. Much as you did, Adam.”

“Yeah,” I sighed.

“We fill each other’s empty places. I want you as you want me. It would be so easy for us to fly Persephone anywhere in the universe. We are both powerful, and we could take what we wanted from whomever we want, just as these governments and corporations do. We could not care about helping others, and spend our days and nights wrapped around each other as we traveled endless light years.”

“Yeah,” I pulled her toward me and I wished that I didn’t have the armor attached to my skin tight suit so I could feel her body against mine.

“But that isn’t the promise I made. You know that. We must help people. We should have died hundreds of times, and we might die tomorrow. If we don’t help people, who will?”

“There are others,” I said, but the words rang hollow in my room.

“You don’t believe that. There are others, but we are the smallest of stars. You will help because you are a good man, with honor that will inspire others. Look at Z, she lived the life of a data thief, but now she is helping to free an entire moon. This is what you can do for the galaxy.”

“I don’t think I am as important as you seem to believe I am,” I said with a chuckle.

“You are to me, and you are to Z. We would both be dead without you,” Eve whispered, and I felt her fingers massage the back of my neck.

“I can say the same about the both of you,” I said.

“We are a family. Let us finish our work with Jatal and his people. Then we shall return to Wayne for our payment and take vengeance on Cynthia. Afterwards, we shall find a crew for Persephone.”

“Okay, we do have a lot of work ahead of us,” I said as I released the beautiful woman from my arms.

She didn’t move away from me, and her fingers ran across my cheek in a way that felt familiar. “There will be a time for rest, and then I will want to act upon the thoughts you have up here.” Eve grinned as her fingers traced a line up to my skull.

“That’s a good enough reward for me.” I laughed. “Let’s go meet with Jatal and Z.”

The ebony-haired beauty followed me out of my room, and we walked to the bridge. Z was sitting in the pilot’s seat, and she smiled at me when she saw me.

“Hey, Captain. How ya feeling?” the blonde woman asked.

“Good. Can you get Jatal up here?”

“You got it,” Z said as she pressed a few buttons on the terminal in front of her and asked Jatal to report to the bridge.

It took a minute for the blue-eyed man to reach the bridge. He looked rested, and his purple cloak was cleaner than I remembered.

“Adam, good to see you. We were worried about your health.” He reached his hand out to me, and I grasped it firmly.

“I’m fine. Thanks for your concern. Let’s plan our next step,” I said as we turned to the map. “Is this our location?” I asked my friends as I pointed on the map.

“Aye, and here is the main Alloprize force,” Z said as she gestured over the map. The image zoomed out and then zoomed back in over a satellite image of a large camp. Each vehicle was highlighted in red, and I saw that Persephone listed 83 on the side of the projection.

“How are you getting this image?” I asked.

“One of the soldiers we captured had a map unit. I was going to hack it, but Eve was able to tell me the passwords,” Z said as she smiled at the dark-haired woman. “Then I just pulled it into the map. Bam. We’ve got the same eyes that Alloprize has. Of course, they might figure it out soon and cut the signal.”

“They still have ten missile launchers,” Jatal said as he pointed to the units on the map. “It will be dangerous to approach head on.”

“I agree,” I said as I thought through the scenario. The counter to missiles in space was the same as in the atmosphere. We needed a crew to man the drones and guns before we sent Persephone against a bunch of missiles. Especially military grade warheads.

“Here are the main tunnels for my people,” Jatal said as he pointed at a spot on the map about a kilometer to the south of the perimeter of Alloprizes’s camp. “This is the side tunnel where we first met you.” He pointed to the east about half a kilometer. “They found out about this cave when you landed, but they don’t know how far our anthill goes. They are shelling here.” Jatal pointed a bit south of the cave. “And here.” He pointed really close to the main tunnel. “The issue is they’ve closed off the escape route here. My people are trapped, and we only have a week’s worth of water and almost no food stored in this location. We really needed that shipment from Wayne.”

“They don’t know exactly where your people are, but they are getting close,” I summarized.

“Yes. You have already helped us so much. I feel terrible about ask--”

“We were the ones who brought the enemy to your gate,” I said.

“You didn’t know. I believe that. This isn’t your war. I can understand if you want to blast off. We can--”

“We’ll help you. Whatever you need, my friend.” I smiled at him, and the man let out a thankful sigh.

“Thank you again. If we can win this, I will give you whatever rhodium we can recover. We don’t have much that wasn’t in those crates, but hopefully, we can get most of it back from Alloprize.”

“Don’t worry about it. We’ll take whatever payment you can give us,” I said.

“There are almost a thousand armed fuckers in that camp and some serious hardware. There are only thirty of us, a trio of fighter craft, two shuttles, a handful of drones, and a ship that can’t get within a hundred kilometers. How in the hell are we going to stop them?” Z asked.

I stared at the map for a few moments and chewed on Z’s question. Well, it wasn’t really her question. I’d been thinking about it since Eve woke me and gave me a summary of the situation. We couldn’t fight because we were grossly outmatched. We couldn’t escape because Jatal’s people were trapped in the tunnels.

And the clock was ticking.
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Space Witch - Chapter 16

We spent an hour throwing various ideas at each other while we looked over the map. None of them made a lot of sense, and I finally called for a break. Jatal had gone down to the hold to speak with his men, and Z had gotten the three of us glasses of water.

“Fuck, I’m getting hungry again. I kind of want to tear into the crate of food Cynthia gave us.”

“Shit, I forgot about that. You sure it is food?” I asked.

“Yeah. I opened it up as soon as we got you back into your room. Used a scanner to make sure there was nothing transmitting a signal. She probably wanted her men to stock our pantry with the stuff so she could take her first pleasure cruise as soon as they put bullets in our heads.”

“The exact opposite will happen as soon as we return.” Eve’s voice normally didn’t contain much emotion, but these words were filled with anger.

“Good,” Z said as she raised her water glass to toast the red-eyed woman.

“Eve, will you tell me about your powers?” I asked the vampire.

“My powers?” Her eyes met mine.

“Yeah. You spoke earlier about witchcraft. Can you tell me how it works? I’m wondering if there is something that we can use against Alloprize.” I nodded at the red dots on the map.

“Hmmm. I do not know if I can help much, but I will explain how they work.”

“Oh shit, I’m kind of excited,” Z said as she flopped into one of the gunner chairs beside the holographic map platform.

“You know I can read surface thoughts,” Eve began.

“How deep can you go? How does it work?” I pressed.

“It depends on the individual and their mental fortitude. I cannot enter their brain and know everything about them and every thought they have ever had. But minds wander, and I can follow the paths they take. For example, I could not immediately know someone’s middle name, or where they were from, but if I asked them, they’d likely think of the true answer before speaking, even if they chose to lie, so I could read that thought. One could thwart my powers by consciously focusing their thoughts on something else, but since most do not understand that I even possess this power, let alone how it works, this does not happen.”

“Did you read the thoughts of the prisoners?” I asked.

“Yes, but I learned nothing we do not already know. They are low ranking members of the corporation’s army.” Eve shrugged.

“Alright. What other powers do you have?” I asked.

“You know about this,” she said as she let go of her water glass. It didn’t fall to the ground though. Instead, it floated in the air in front of the woman, and she lowered her arm.

“Shit,” Z whistled.

“I have fed recently. This feels easy,” Eve said as the glass spun in the air. The water poured out and formed a bubble as if there was no gravity on the bridge. “Although it is easier when the object is solid. Liquid is somewhat taxing because I have to move all sides of it.” As the woman spoke, the glass lowered to scoop up the water, then it turned right side up, and she reached her hand out to hold it.

“How much can you lift like that?” Z asked.

“The more mass, the harder. The velocity of the object also matters,” Eve answered, and a small smile came to her lips.

“Whoa!” Z gasped as she floated out of her seat. The blonde woman waved her hands through the air and then let out a laugh. I laughed a bit at the look on her face, but then I felt my own feet leave the ground.

“I can also prevent someone from moving and speaking.” I felt every muscle in my body seize, and I recalled when she had paralyzed me in the alleyway after I had killed the pimp on Trappist - 1e.

“That felt crazy. I couldn’t move,” Z gasped after we both floated to the ground.

“It is taxing to initiate, and I can’t do much else but focus on holding someone like that. Perhaps I will grow in power and be able to do it easier.” The vampire shrugged.

“Fuck. Eve, whatever you just did to me was all sorts of scary. I am really glad we are friends. Have I told you today you are my friend? I’m actually upgrading you to ‘best friend’ status. Sorry, Adam.” Z smiled uncharacteristically large and nodded at Eve and wiggled her eyebrows.

“I understand your feelings, Z. I love our friendship as well.” Eve returned the blonde woman’s smile.

“What about the fire?” I asked.

“This?” Eve asked as she held out the palm of her hand. A swirl of magical red fire appeared there, and the entire bridge was lit with a dark red glow.

“That,” I said as I raised a hand to shield some of the glare from my eyes.

“On the shuttle, I told you it wasn’t real,” she said.

“It feels real enough to me. How are you holding it?” I asked. The air around her felt like it was fifty degrees Celsius, and sweat was beginning to drip down my forehead.

“It is an illusion,” Eve said as she held her hand out. The fire dripped from her hand like lava and then began to spread across the floor.

“What are you doing?” Z gasped. “You are burning--”

“No, you just imagine it,” Eve said as she turned her hands back upward to hold the flame.

“Then Cynthia’s men on the shuttle earlier weren’t burned,” I stated.

“No.” Eve smiled and then looked at Z. “Much as you hack computers, I have hacked your minds. You see fire and feel the heat. If I were to throw this at you, your mind would even believe you are burning, but it is not real.”

“I don’t believe you. I can feel the heat coming from--”

“Do you trust me?” Eve asked Z. “You said that we are best friends. Do you believe I would hurt you?”

“Uhhh, no?” Z asked as she stood. “But I have a feeling you are about to ask me to--”

“Hold out your hand.”

“Oh, fuck no.”

“It won’t damage you.” Eve shrugged. “I don’t want to hurt you. This will be the best way for you to believe.”

“I feel like I’m going to be really sorry about this,” Z said as she held out her hand with her palm up.

“Hold it,” Eve said as she turned her fist over and poured the burning flame into the hacker’s hand.

Even though I knew that the fire hadn’t burned the inside of the shuttle, and I trusted Eve with my life, I still felt my heart jump into my chest when the fire engulfed Z.

And I panicked when the young woman started to scream.

“Nooooo!” Z’s voice was a piercing cry that shot through my skull and tore through my heart. The woman fell to her knees and her mouth opened with an anguished horror. I jumped to her side and moved to try to bat the flame away from her, but as soon as my hands moved to her arms, the angry red flame vanished.

“Fucking shit. Holy crap,” Z gasped, and I ran the tips of my fingers over her forearm. There was no damage to her skin or the suit she wore, and I would have sworn that I saw the flame peel the flesh from her bones.

“It isn’t real,” Eve said.

“You said it wouldn’t hurt!” Z shot an angry glance at the vampire woman.

“No, I said I won’t damage you. The pain was real because your mind was convinced.” The vampire woman shrugged.

“Damn. I ahh, I can’t tell you how good it feels to have the pain gone. Wow. I can’t believe it wasn’t real. It felt horrible. I couldn’t think of anything besides the pain. How does it work?” Z asked as she stared at her arm again and wiggled her fingers.

“I can only make a few feel the agony of the fire. The rest around me see, hear, and feel the flames but don’t have pain. This is only the third time I have used the ability. I actually thought about it when I was in the shuttle with Cynthia’s men. I wanted to distract all of them, so this was the illusion I came up with. Some of my powers are still in their infancy, so I cannot target them that well.”

“Still in their infancy? You mean you’ll get more powerful?” Z asked, and I could hear the twinge of fear in her question.

“Yes. If I continue to drink blood, but don’t worry. You are safe from me. I want to help people. You know that I do.”

“Yeah, okay. Just, shit. This is fucking crazy. You’re like a vampire-psychic-sorceress-witch. What else can you do?” Z asked.

“I can attack minds directly and destroy them, but it takes all of my energy.”

“What do you mean by ‘attacking minds directly’? Like mind bullets or something?” Z chuckled.

“Hmmm, yes. I suppose it is kind of like that. I have only done it once though, and it was right before Adam arrived to save me.”

“It was?” I asked.

“Yes. I felt you from the atmosphere. I knew you were coming for me and my soul rejoiced. As soon as you and your fellow prisoners landed on the building that was my prison, my jailers came to move me. I used almost all of my strength to kill them. I fell unconscious afterward, but then I awoke when you made it to the door of my vault. I had almost nothing left to give you, but I freed you from your collar and bounced back the grenade so that we could live. You did the rest of the work to free us.”

“I don’t remember seeing any bodies in the room where you were. It was just destroyed computer equipment and tubes.”

“I believe you were distracted.” Eve smiled at me, and I laughed a bit.

“Yeah. You were rather naked.”

“You could feel Adam coming toward the building?” Z asked. “How does that work?”

“That is the other power I have. I can sense life around us. I did not feel anything coming from the crates we were supposed to deliver, so I thought they were safe. I did not consider robots.”

“Is there a range or something on that power?” Z asked.

“I feel as if it is about eighty meters, but I have not measured it. Also seems to relate to the person or life force. If it burns brightly, then I will feel them easier.”

“Is that why you felt Adam from so far away?” the blonde hacker asked.

“Yes, it was also why I know where you are all the time in Persephone. You are a kindred spirit.” Eve smiled at the other woman.

“Is that also why you talk about Persephone as if she is alive?” I asked. It was common practice to refer to a ship as a woman and refer to her as if she was alive, but Eve seemed to have taken that a step farther.

“Yes, she is alive. She is another kindred spirit. I can feel her emotions. She is happy that we are on her. She feels love for all of us, especially Adam.”

“Me?” I chuckled.

“Yes. She--”

“Have you always been like this?” Z interrupted Eve. “Have you had these powers since you were a child? Or was this something they did to you?”

“That is a long story. Perhaps better suited for another time. The short answer is ‘somewhat.’ I had always been good with animals. I could tell what they felt, and when I spoke to them, they listened to me. Then I started to hear a little of what others thought. Then I began to be able to move small things through the air.” Eve sighed and closed her eyes. “I was always considered a monster at school. No one wanted to be my friend, not even my family. I came to love books, and stories of great heroes. I wanted to be like them and help people even though none seemed to like me.”

Eve opened her eyes, and they were filled with pain. ”Then the men came for me, and I knew only the pain of their experiments, and of anger and loneliness. That time seemed to last forever, but one day I prayed for a chance to be a heroine to others. I asked for my freedom and promised I would serve. Perhaps I should have given up, but I had a hope that someone would answer my prayers. I feel that I have been put into existence, and given these powers, for a reason. They could be for evil or good. I do not know if there is a higher power in this universe, but I promised myself, and what creator there might be, that I would do good.”

Eve looked at me and smiled, then her red eyes settled on Z. “Here we are, and I am thankful every moment for my freedom. I will not go back on my promise, and I know neither of you will either.”

I thought about the young girl bullied at school because she was different, and I felt my anger radiate from my stomach. Eve probably could have hurt them all with her powers, and she had every reason to be the monster that they feared, but despite the world shitting on her, she still wanted to help as many people as she could.

“I’ve finished talking to the prisoners again, and I chatted with my men. I haven’t come up with a new idea,” Jatal said as he stepped back onto the bridge. He was a handsome man, but the lack of food and endless nights of worry made him seem thirty years older than he probably was.

“We need a secret weapon. Something that will fuck these assholes up enough for us to get to the missile launchers and disable them,” Z said. “I really need to finish reading Persephone's guide. I know she has some alien tech or something onboard.”

“Alien?” I asked her as I raised my eyebrow.

“Well, maybe not, but there are a lot of secrets onboard this ship, and I feel like we aren’t even close to figuring out what she was intended for.”

I looked at Eve, and our eyes met.

She read my thoughts, and her eyes widened with surprise.

“I am not sure if that will work, but I am willing to try. Ask Jatal,” Eve said.

“Huh?” The blue-eyed man looked puzzled.

“Oh, don’t worry. You didn’t miss anything. They do that all the time.” Z chuckled.

“Jatal, do you know this location?” I asked him as I gestured on the map. The image of the moon moved away from Alloprize’s location and centered on the spot where Z and my pod had crashed. “There is a ravine over here, and it looks as if there used to be mining operations. There is a platform, and a cave, but no real equipment.”

“Man, that’s an old area. My grandfather told me stories of some of the first settlers working there. They gave up the spot.”

“Why did they give it up?” I asked.

“Cave worms. Or so they said.”

“What are cave worms?” Z asked as she leaned over the back of the gunner chair.

“They are the native creatures of the planet. About two or three meters wide and maybe nine or ten meters long. They look like pictures of Earth caterpillars, only they have a bunch of claws on their sides, and a maw that is made for crushing rock. Seems they lived deep in the moon and survived on oxygen coming from the core.”

“Seriously? An alien? You’ve seen them?” Eve asked.

“Well, no. I don’t know anyone who has actually seen one alive. Grandfather said his uncle had seen one though. Swore it was one of the scariest things he could have imagined, and he lost sleep for years because of the nightmares.”

“So they never attack people?” I asked.

“Not that I’ve heard of. We’ve found scratches on walls, and fossilized remains, so I know they exist on the moon, but I’ve never seen one, and we find plenty of rhodium without going into that area, so we leave it alone.”

“Hmmm,” I said as I looked to Eve.

“Let us try. Perhaps we will not find one, but if we do, and they are as large as Jatal says they are, they could be of help.”

“What are you saying? You are going to find cave worms to help take out Alloprize?” Jatal was trying his best to be polite, but his face showed his emotions clearly enough. The guy thought we were all sorts of crazy.

We probably were.

“That’s the plan,” I said, “but first we have to find one.” I moved the map around so it focused on Persephone's landing location. Then I made a few gestures that told me the distance. It was about nine hundred kilometers away, and two hundred from Alloprize’s camp. We would have to move Persephone closer or take one of the shuttles.

“Do you have specs on their missile launchers?” I asked Z.

“Yep. I messed around with their satellites, so they can only use manual onboard targeting. Their effective range is three kilometers. We should be okay,” she answered.

“Alright. Let’s take Persephone back to this cave and see if we can meet some cave worms.”

“Ugh, Captain,” Z said with a sour face.

“What?

“Oh nothing, I’m just making a list of all the times I’ve almost died because you are borderline insane and seem to think you have nine lives.” The pretty blonde woman got up from her chair, stuck her tongue out at me, and then sauntered toward the pilot seat.

“You don’t have to come,” I said to her.

“I don’t?” She actually looked surprised.

“Nope.”

“Thank all the stars in the universe. Let me tell you, I’m not really… interested… in… alien…” The woman was looking at me, and her blue eyes focused on the smile I wore. “Uh-oh. What’s the catch?”

“You mentioned a manual that you needed to get started on? I also need the security recordings of the bridge from earlier. I also need you to tell me where the folding drive is. I also need an inventory of all the armor pieces we have in storage as well as the various drone parts. We’ve also picked up a bunch of weapons, so I’ll need an inventory of those and the ammo counts.”

“Or aliens?” she winced.

“Sure, you can come with us if you want to. I dunno though, counting bullets sounds pretty damn fun, maybe not as fun as reading the ship’s extensive manual, but whichever you prefer.”

The woman muttered something under her breath as she turned toward the pilot controls.

“What was that?”

“Nothing captain. I’d love to go hunt some aliens. Count me in,” she growled.

Eve’s laughter sounded like wind chimes.
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“That wasn’t what I had in mind when I asked you to come with us,” I sighed.

“This is perfect! I get to go alien hunting with you, but also stay on Persephone in case any Alloprize fucks decide to attack us. I can also work on that video you wanted. Oh, and I won’t get eaten by an alien. It is a good plan.” Z’s voice came through my transponder, and I shook my head at the small aerial drone she was piloting.

We had landed Persephone next to the escape pod that Z and I rode down to the moon. Jatal and five of his bravest men volunteered to come with us in case Eve wasn’t able to “speak” with the cave worm, and Z had told us she’d meet us shortly.

Then the small, floating manta ray looking drone showed up. It was only about forty centimeters across and had small fans which enabled it to float silently. Z started laughing as soon as it hovered next to us, and Eve let out a small chuckle when we realized the blonde hacker was at the controls.

“We might need the extra gun. This doesn’t even look like it has weapons on it,” I said as I inspected the drone floating in front of my face.

“Nope, but it has thermal, UV, and subsonic speakers. I can hear the blood pumping through your heart. If there is anything alive in that cave, I’ll be able to hear it from a good two hundred meters away. Isn’t that worth more than an extra rifle?”

“I think this is a good plan,” Eve said before I could reply. “Z should stay on Persephone in case Alloprize does attack.”

“See? I’m just thinking about the team here. I’ve got our backs.” The hacker snickered.

“Okay. Let’s get going,” I said as I walked to the edge of the cliff. We had anchored rope into the ground above, and I flipped over the edge as soon as my left hand closed around the cord.

I slid down to the platform and then raised my trusty shotgun to point into the darkness of the cave. A few seconds later, Jatal joined me, then Eve, and then the rest of the men.

I could almost taste the terror leaking from the men’s skin.

I pressed the button on my left sleeve and my suit lit with its forward lights. Eve did the same, and the six other men turned on the lights they had attached to the front of their rifles. We walked a few meters into the cavern, and I pointed to the scratch marks that I had first seen on the inside of the tunnel.

“Yes, those weren’t made by any equipment. I’ve seen them before, and we’ve always thought them to be cave worms,” Jatal explained. “We tend to avoid mining areas where we see the marks, but it is more out of superstition rather than the belief that there are actual cave worms. Like I said, I’ve only seen the fossilized corpse of one. I don’t know if there are any still alive on the moon.”

“How deep do these caves go?” Eve asked as we continued our walk.

“They could go to the center. We normally don’t chase them deep. We can get the rhodium we need by staying within fifty meters of the surface. There might be better veins lower, but we’ve only surveyed ten percent of the moon’s surface, and have mined only a hundredth of that area’s potential rhodium.”

“So, there is a lot of rhodium left to mine?” I asked.

“Yes. Alloprize is lucky other corporations haven’t attacked them during this siege,” Jatal said with a sigh. “Even if we manage to execute your plan, and we defeat them, we might get attacked by another corporation or government.”

“You’ll need a long term defensive strategy,” I said as we passed the corpses of the Alloprize men that Eve had killed.

“In some ways, it will be easier. Before Alloprize invaded, the families never got along. Now we know better.” Jatal laughed and then sighed. “It was a tough lesson. We’ll be united now. We will just need some advanced weapons and food to get us through the next month. Once we can continue mining and trade opens up, we can negotiate for more weapons.”

“If we are successful, there might be weapons you can salvage from Alloprize,” I said.

“That would be…” Jatal sighed. “That would be great. You three and your ship have been a real blessing. I don’t really know about this cave worm plan you have, but you haven’t led me astray so far, so I’m willing to go chasing after a bedtime story.”

“It is not a story. I feel something deep inside of this cave,” Eve whispered as she pointed into the darkness.

“You sense it?” I asked as I motioned for everyone to stop.

“Yes. Or another living creature that is very large. It is still far away. Let us continue.”

We walked for another half an hour. My military adventures had taken me into a few caves, but those cases were a bit less harrowing than this. I was hunting humans then, and the only fear I had was getting shot.

I’d never thought I could get eaten by a giant worm monster.

I had faith in Eve. I owed her my life, and I would follow her to hell if she asked me.

I’d follow her to hell even if she didn’t ask me.

Your love humbles me, Adam. I feel as if I will never be worthy, but I wish to try and earn your feelings.

I looked at the beautiful woman, and our eyes met. We shared a smile, and a warm sensation flowed through my chest. Perhaps this wasn’t the place to be thinking about her, but I was looking forward to the time when we would be able to share more than our thoughts with each other. Eve’s smile widened at my thoughts, and I guessed that she felt the same way.

“I’m picking up some noises,” Z’s voice whispered from our transponders. “Sounds like scratching. Hard for me to tell the distance, but the sensors are saying at least four hundred meters.”

“Thanks Z,” I said, and I forced my thoughts away from Eve so I could focus on the task at hand. There were still plenty of holes in my plan, even if Eve was somehow able to communicate with the creatures. I still needed to think of alternatives just in case this idea didn’t work.

As we walked deeper into the cave, I tried to listen for the scratching noises that Z reported her drone’s sensors had picked up, but my ears were a bit sharper when I was in my half tiger form, and I couldn’t hear the sounds Z’s drone did.

“I feel as if they are close now,” Eve whispered.

“They?” one of Jatal’s men asked with a cracking voice.

“Yes. I believe there are more than six, but less than ten. I do not feel any hostility toward us, but that may be because they do not know we are here yet,” my friend said.

“What happens if they know we are here?” another man asked.

“I am unfamiliar with the creatures. If they have never seen a human before, they might do nothing. Or they might attack. If it is the latter, I will try to convey to them that we mean them no harm.”

“What if you can’t do that?” a third man asked, and I could tell the men were beginning to panic.

“Steady. We have guns. We know how to use them. If it comes to that, we will defend ourselves. There is nothing in this universe immune to a bullet.” I met each of their eyes and they nodded.

“Captain, you seem pretty immune to bull--spike in sound! I think they know you are all here,” Z hissed from our transponders, and the eight of us turned to face the deep end of the cave.

It sounded like a cross between a baby rattle and sand blowing down a hill. There were scratching sounds mixed in there, but I thought the alien was creating the sound by rubbing its massive body across the sides of the tunnel.

The noise grew louder, and I glanced over to see the men beside me shaking. Their eyes told me that their minds were close to shattering.

Eve seemed calm, so I felt my own fear ease.

“Steady men. Wait for my signal. If you accidentally shoot one, we could all end up dead.”

“We are in luck,” Eve said. “They are peaceful, and curious about us. Do not make any sudden movements.”

“Got it,” I said, and the tension in my shoulders relaxed.

Then the alien worms moved into the light of our suits, and I let out a gasp, even though I had prepared myself.

I had been wrong about them scrapping their sides across the tunnel. The strange creatures weren’t wide enough to do so. They were shaped a bit like caterpillars, but they were maybe only a meter to a meter and a half wide in the body. Their faces looked almost like moles, with jaws that opened to show an array of tongues and flat molar teeth mixed with pick-like front fangs. Extending from the sides of their long bodies were a dozen spider-like arms. These limbs came from all sides of the creatures and pushed against the walls of the cave to keep them suspended in the air.

They were all sorts of ugly and could have easily been nightmare inducing, except that they didn’t have eyes or sharp hooks on the end of their long bony legs. They looked more awkward than menacing, and the group of them kind of piled up on each other as they reached the perimeter of the light coming from our suits. Their legs tangled up, and they almost seemed like a pack of clowns trying to sort their limbs so they could cram into a tiny car.

“I am communicating with them,” Eve said. “Please do not make any threatening movements. Their curiosity is only a bit more than their fear of us.”

“I can’t believe what I see,” Jatal whispered. “They are amazing. I have seen the remains of one, but I never believed their existence was still possible.”

“But you still avoided going too deep into the mines?” I asked the blue-eyed man as Eve stepped to the front of the group. I didn’t want her to move in front of me, but she raised her arm and motioned for me to continue standing in my current position.

“Just because you don’t believe something, doesn’t mean you can’t be scared of it,” he whispered.

“That is true,” I replied as I thought about my past.

Eve raised her hands slowly and turned them around her body as if she was swimming. Two of the creatures in the front mirrored her movement with a pair of their arms, and I wondered if I had missed the placement of their eyes.

We didn’t speak for a few more minutes, but the tension had left the men standing beside me. It seemed clear that the strange spider-worm beasts were not going to attack us, and we instead focused our energy on studying them.

“See how some have reflective underbellies?” Jatal asked. “Could it be what separates the sexes? I wish I had my camera.”

“I’ve taken video and pictures. I’m also running a bioanalysis through Persephone's computer. We can probably sell this shit for a bunch of--”

“No,” I interrupted Z’s sentence.

“What? Why not? This is like serious alien shit. I bet there are millions of people that want to know about these creepy looking things.”

“Jatal and his people have enough problems with corporations trying to take his rhodium. They will have even more issues with scientists and extraterrestrial hunters,” I explained.

“Ahh. Good point,” Z said.

“Please be silent. They are becoming uncomfortable,” Eve said over her shoulder, and we stopped talking.

Then we waited for Eve to let us know what she had said to the strange creatures.

“I am afraid I have some bad news,” the vampire woman said.

“Damn,” I whispered.

“Yes. These creatures are very gentle. They would not want to attack Alloprize.”

“Ahh,” Jatal said as he ran his hand over his face. “So, we are back to the holoboard for a new plan.”

“How do these cave worms live? What do they eat down here? Do they need to eat?” I asked the dark-haired woman.

“We aren’t having a complicated discussion. It is more the exchanging of emotions. They are deep explorers and pass down their memories to each other through touch sensors. They also touch the walls for impressions of their surroundings. There is a microfungus that lives deeper in the caves. To consume it, these creatures must swallow the rocks from the side of the walls and then spit it out after their stomachs clean it.”

“Explorers? What do you mean?” I asked.

“They know of the routes that the previous generation of their kind has taken through the undercaves of the moon. They migrate through the tunnels in search of fungus. They don’t eat all of it, just enough to survive. Then they move to the next part of the tunnels. They often explore new areas to find new pastures of fungus. They only know of hunger, curiosity, and love for their children.”

“They are going to have a serious fucking problem if Alloprize takes over the moon and starts strip mining everywhere.” I sighed and tried to think of a way to get rid of the enemy army. It had been a long shot attempt to see if Eve could convince the creatures to help us, and I got a bit angry with myself for getting my hopes up.

“How friendly are they?” I asked.

“They are still a bit cautious of us, but they have no predators on this planet. They like communicating with me, but that is because of their curiosity. They will probably become bored and leave soon,” Eve explained.

“You said they remember all the paths they have taken?” I asked.

“Yes,” Eve replied, and then she nodded when she read my thoughts. “It is an interesting idea. I will try to see if they can give me details about that.”

“Details about what?” Jatal asked.

“I want to know if there are tunnels under where their army is camped we can use to cause a sinkhole. I didn’t see any on your maps, but maybe--”

“There are!” Eve’s voice made the spider-worms shy away a bit, but then they leaned back into the light. “They have told me there are caves right under that area. They do not have fungus in them, and they have not passed through the route for hundreds of generations.”

“Hundreds of generations? How long do they live?” Z asked through the transponder.

“They would not understand the question, Z,” Eve responded. “They have no sense of time. Even their idea of parents and grandparents is different from ours since they retain all the memories of their bloodline.”

“How can we access these caves?” Jatal asked eagerly.

“They are willing to lead us there,” Eve said with a shrug, “but that is--”

“Two hundred kilometers away in Persephone, and who knows how many more kilometers if we walk through the tunnels. It might take us half a month to make it there,” I grunted.

“It seems like a short trip to them,” Eve said with a laugh. “It makes me believe they are a species that lives a long time.”

“Do they ever come near the surface? Maybe there is a tunnel closer they could tell us about?” Jatal asked. “I still can’t believe you can speak with them.”

“It is not quite speaking. We just understand each other. I will try to ask them, but I do not think it will be very effective. Please remain silent for a few moments.”

We did as Eve instructed, and the dark woman made more slow movements with her arm. The cave worms repeated some of her gestures, and the one in front began to move closer. The beast in my stomach began to grumble as the lead creature moved toward us, and it began to scream when the thing came to crouch half a meter from my friend. Eve had told me they weren’t dangerous, but I still didn’t like the look of the creatures, and I imagined that its rock cutting teeth could tear through her easily.

The cave spider ducked down, and Eve reached out her hand to lay her fingers across its body mass. I was both intrigued and terrified by her movement, but I didn’t want to risk frightening the thing by moving. Eve only rested her fingers upon it for a few moments, and then the creature rose on its legs and backed away like a meticulous crab stepping across jagged rocks.

“Thank you for your help,” Eve whispered, but the strange creatures just turned and moved into the darkness of the tunnels.

We didn’t say anything for a few more moments, and then Eve turned to us. She wore a smile on her beautiful face, and the points of her fangs gleamed in the light from our suits.

“I have a few ideas about where there might be entrances to the tunnels they have indicated. I am sure we will find the correct one once we begin our search.”

“I can use some of these drones to scout, but we might have to move Persephone closer to their camp. Or maybe we can take one of the trucks we stole from Alloprize,” Z said.

“We’ll figure it out once we get back to the bridge,” I said as I looked to Eve. “Can you point them out on a map?”

“I believe I can, but let us hurry. I do not want the memories to dissipate. They have shown me the places, but I already feel as if my view into their minds is fading.”

“Alright,” I said as I looked to Jatal and his men. “Let’s get the hell out of here. We may have not gained a pack of fighting extraterrestrials, but at least we have a better plan now.”

The men nodded, and we hastily made our way out of the cave and back into the purple glow of the gas giant.
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Our return to Persephone was quick, and we met Z back on the bridge after Jatal dismissed his men. Once the four of us stood in front of the map, Eve was able to point out three spots she believed might be the entrances to the tunnels that would lead under the Alloprize camp. They were all within four kilometers of the army, and it would be incredibly risky to fly Persephone that close.

“I don’t see how we are going to check these places out. I’ll need to be three kilometers away to use the drone effectively, closer if I’m going to fly it under some rock.” Z sighed. “I guess I could go to the edge of the cave and fly in, but they will know we are there, and send their troops.”

“Do we have any other drones that have a better range?” I asked.

“I’m not an expert with them, I just saw this one and thought it might work for your alien meet and greet.” Z shrugged. “I still need to read all the manuals, but what we really need is a drone mechanic, and a--”

“Pilot, navigator, engineer, gunman, cook, and a dozen other people on the crew. I know.” I smirked at her. “First, let’s help Jatal here.”

“Thank you all again. I might be able to help you with your crew,” the dark-skinned man said.

“Oh?” I asked.

“Yes. There is a major station I know about. The people who buy our rhodium would often take it there to sell. I’ve never been, but talk is that the place is almost a city unto itself. A dangerous city, but there are plenty of people there looking to buy, sell, trade, and work. I’m sure you will find someone. I can give you the coordinates right now.” He leaned to the map terminal. “Can I use this?”

“Go ahead,” I said, and we watched the blue-eyed man type in coordinates.

Persephone's map spun away from the moon we were on and shifted over to the space station. It actually looked a bit like a Mexican sombrero from the ancient movies. The rim was wide like a hat and the center cylinder looked like the area that would fit over someone’s head.

Queen’s Hat Station

System 879 “Mercna”

17.343 light years from current destination

“Bit of a haul, but we can make it there with the hyperdrives,” Z said.

“After we finish here, circle back with Wayne, and deal with Cynthia.”

“Yeah, so back to our original problem. How are we going to figure out which one of those spots leads into the tunnel?” the hacker asked as she flipped the map back to show our enemy’s location.

“You thinking we use the explosives we have on the Alloprize vehicles?” Jatal asked.

“Yes,” I answered, “and I’m betting your team can set them to collapse the tunnels.”

“That we can do. We are much better miners than freedom fighters,” Jatal said with a laugh. “We just need to know which tunnel.”

“We can have your men each use a separate Alloprize vehicle. We’ll take Persephone, and drop each one off as close as we can to each of the three locations. Which spot do you think will be our best bet?” I asked.

“Uhhh--” Eve started to say.

“I feel as if this might be the most likely tunnel,” the miner said as he pointed at the east most spot, “but this would be my second and third. We aren’t going to have enough explosives to give to each person.” Jatal pointed at the southern and then western location.

“Once they confirm, we can do a fly-by and drop them the explosives,” I said.

“Wait, but what about--” Z started to say again, but Jatal interrupted her.

“That could work. The other two scouts could take cover in the tunnels. It would be risky for them, but my men are willing to do what it takes to save our people.”

“Then we just make the drop, and then circle back in the shuttle,” I said as I made a line on the map with my finger that extended outside of what I thought would be the missile targeting zone.

“Who is circling back? I feel like you fucks aren’t even listening to me!” Z stepped in front of the map.

“We are, in the shuttle,” I said with a shrug.

“So, who is flying the shuttle? You? I vote you.” Z crossed her arms and glared at me.

“No,” I said.

“Oh fuck. Me? Not me. We are going to be almost in missile range. They are going to--”

“No, not you,” I said with a laugh.

“Oh,” she sighed and put a hand to her chest. “For a second there, I thought you were going to have me do something craz--”

“Jatal. As soon as we figure out which tunnel it is and blow it, we’ll need to get into the camp as soon as possible.”

Z stared at me as if a second head had suddenly emerged from my shoulder. “Why the hell would we do that?”

“So we can make sure the missile launchers are deactivated in the confusion,” I said. “We don’t know how the tunnels will collapse. It could take out their entire army, or it could only take out a segment. Right after the blast, we are going to sneak into their camp and get to the missile launchers. You’ll hack them, and then we can use Persephone to finish them off.”

“We are going to run into the camp of an enemy ar--”

“Sneak in,” I said. “They will be distracted by the cave in. We’ll be fine.”

“You’ve said that before.” Z sighed.

“What before?” I asked.

“We’ll be fine, just plow head first into a spray of bullets. I have big muscles and a big shotgun. Grrr!” Z changed her voice to sound like me and she finished with a cat growl.

“You’ve been fine so far.” I shrugged. “I don’t have any other ideas. Do you?”

“Do you even know how to fly a shuttle?” Z asked Jatal.

“Somewhat. I’ve piloted a few heavy-grav lifters.”

“How many hours have you clocked?” Z asked as she leveled a finger at the man.

“Not that many,” he admitted.

“How many is ‘not that many’?” Her eyes narrowed.

“Maybe… five? I think?” he grimaced.

“No way.” Z turned to me. “He’s not flying my babies.”

“Your babies?” Eve asked with a smile.

“Yeah.” The blonde hacker signed. “I wish I’d read the manual. I bet I can drive everything from the bridge, but since I haven’t, I’m just going to fly the shuttle, okay? We’ll drop off the explosives and then we’ll land near Persephone and make our way back to the missile launchers.”

“I can fly,” I said.

“No, you are terrible. Last time you flew, we almost had three missiles shoved up our ass. I’m not a real pilot, but I’m better than you,” Z said as she shook her head.

“I thought you didn’t want to--” I began to say, but the blonde woman scrunched her nose at me and waved her hand.

“I know I didn’t want to fly the damn shuttle, but now I want to fly the damn shuttle. I’m allowed to change my mind.” Z looked at Eve and then pointed at me. “Tell him I can change my mind if I fucking want to!”

“She can change her mind if she wants to,” Eve said to me with a careful smile.

“Okay, Z. You are flying the shuttle and coming with Eve and me into the enemy camp once the tunnels go,” I said.

“Uhhh. I guess,” she said with a sigh.

“So, we have the plan then,” I said as I turned my eyes to Jatal. “How soon can your men have the explosives put together?”

“Fifteen minutes. Can you move your ship closer? That will make the drive over easier.”

“We can do that,” I said as I turned back to Z. The blonde woman nodded and then stepped toward the pilot’s chair.

“I think this plan will work,” Eve said.

“It sounds insane, but you three seem to be able to do the impossible, and I don’t think we have any other options,” Jatal said.

“Agreed. Let’s hope it works, and we are able to shatter the last of Alloprize’s forces,” I said.

“And that we get out of it alive!” Z called out from her chair.

I went down to the hold with Jatal to help his men get ready. I wasn’t experienced in putting together explosives, but I helped them move the three Alloprize trucks to the front of Persephone's bay ramp. Then we ran through the plan again with Jatal’s three volunteers. They were from the group that came with us to meet the strange cave worm aliens, and I knew the men well enough to understand the look on their faces.

They knew this was probably a one-way trip.

“Hey, Captain.” Z’s voice came over the speakers in the cargo hold. “I’ve set down about two kilometers east of the east most location. We are out of Alloprize’s missile range, but I’m guessing that they know we are here, so our friend in the truck needs to get a move on.”

“You understand the plan?” Jatal asked the man as Persephone's iris shutter hatch opened.

“Yeah,” he grunted as he reached through the opened window of the military truck to grasp arms with the blue-eyed man. “I’ll let you know what I find. Till we meet again.”

“Till we meet again,” Jatal replied, and then the purple cloaked soldier drove the vehicle out of the hold.

“East Truck is out, Z. Let’s get to the next spot,” I said through my transponder.

“I’m heading to the south point next,” the hacker said as Persephone lifted off the ground gracefully. Z was really getting decent at flying the large starship, and I wondered if we needed a pilot. I knew she would insist, but the woman also seemed to lack confidence in anything that wasn’t computer related.

She has had a hard life. Perhaps she will share her story with you if you ask.

I turned to Eve and smiled at the beautiful woman.

“I’ll do that,” I said. “After we--”

“Yes, I know. We have much work to do,” Eve said.

“We’ve got thirty seconds,” Z updated us over the speaker. “Make sure the next guy is ready to go, Alloprize is sending some hardware east to try and intercept the first one.

“Will do,” I said as I waved at the next driver. Then I pointed to a spot right before the hatch door, and the man drove the truck up to where I gestured.

“I’m landing!” Z called out as Persephone began to lose altitude. The moment I felt her settle on the ground, I opened the hatch, and we gestured the man to drive.

“South Truck is out,” I updated Z as the man’s rear tires rolled off the ramp and onto the purple rock.

“Heading to the last spot,” she said, and I closed the hatch again.

“How is the camp looking?” I asked.

“Uhhh, like an anthill that someone just pissed on,” Z replied. “They know we are doing something, but they don’t know what.”

I motioned for the last driver to move his truck into place, and we waited the half minute for Persephone to land. As soon as the hatch opened, the man hauled ass, and the West Truck dropped off the ramp before it was lowered all the way.

“Last one is gone!” I shouted to Z as I pushed the button for the hatch to close.

“I’m going to land her to the southeast; about twenty kilometers farther out of the radius of the East and South points,” the hacker said.

“You are doing a good job piloting,” I commented.

“Yeah, thanks. It’s getting easier. We still need a--”

“I know. I’m going to load the explosives in the shuttle.”

“Okay. I’ll be down as soon as I land. We are going to be cutting it close. Alloprize is sending vehicles and soldiers to where we dropped the first guy. If that is where the tunnel is, we might only have a few minutes.”

“Hmmm,” I said as I looked to Eve. My plan had been riddled with holes to begin with, but I hoped that we would be able to drop the explosions off, get out of the area, and give the miner enough time to plant the explosions before Alloprize got to him.

Now it seemed like we would have to buy them some time.

“Let’s fit as many of your people as we can in the shuttle,” I said to Jatal. “We might need to defend the tunnel while your man plants the explosives.”

“That will cost us time toward getting to the missile launchers,” Eve said.

“There isn’t any way around it.” I grunted. “If we don’t blow the tunnels, we won’t even have a chance of getting close.”

I felt Persephone decelerate and then drift down toward the ground. A few seconds later she settled on the moon’s surface, and I was directing the remaining men in Jatal’s group into the shuttle. It was cramped, but we managed to get everyone inside of the space before Z got in and took the pilot seat. I sat copilot, Eve sat behind the blonde hacker, and Jatal sat behind me so he could easily glance over at Z piloting the craft.

“I’ll take her out of the hold, so we are ready to scoot when they give the signal,” Z said as she engaged the engines. The smaller craft lifted off the bay floor, spun slowly in the air, and then drifted down the ramp out of Persephone.

“Jatal, I’ve found an entrance to a cave. I think this might be it,” one of the men said through our transponder.

“Which location are you?” Z demanded.

“That is Gaul, he’s at the east location. First drop we made,” Jatal clarified.

“I’m going to enter the tunnel. I have my transponder map open. I feel good about my location. I‘ll let you know in ten minutes if I think this is the one,” Gaul continued.

“Fuck, he doesn’t have ten minutes,” Z said as she looked at the map. “We probably should have done the West one first, then all the Alloprize idiots would have sent troops there instead.

“I’ve found an entrance as well. I‘m at the south point,” a voice said through our transponder. “I’ll investigate.”

“Alloprize is sending some troops there also,” Z said as she pointed at the map displayed on the dashboard of the shuttle. “We probably have a bit more time before they reach there, but we can’t be two places at once. Where should we make the drop?”

“Let’s head to the east point and land. If it isn’t the spot, we can launch and head to one of the others,” I said, and Jatal gave me a nod.

“Heading east,” Z said as she pushed on the controls. The shuttle leapt forward through the air, and it cast a bird-like shadow against the purple terrain.

“We’ll probably have a minute or two before their vehicles show up,” the hacker said with a long sigh.

“Are they bringing missile launchers?” I asked as I looked at the stream of red dots on the map. We really needed the miner to tell us he was in the correct spot so we could deliver the explosives.

“I’m not sure. If they are, we might not be able to get off the ground once we land. Hell, we might just get blasted to fuck while we are sitting there.”

“I am still moving through the cave,” Gaul said with a panting voice. “It appears that I am going in the correct direction.”

“Hurry,” Jatal said.

“I am!”

“We are at the spot, you sure you want me to set her down?” Z asked as she pointed at the map. “Might be a bit too hard to get away if they catch us on the ground.”

I looked at the map and then glanced out the window of the shuttle toward the distant horizon. I could see puffs of smoke there from where the Alloprize caravan was. If they were bringing missile launchers, we would be in trouble, but we might waste precious time landing if Gaul found out that this was the correct location.

I suddenly missed my days as a marine. Even when I was in the Yakuza, there had been little decision making. I was just told where to go and who to kill. I only had to worry about the most efficient methods for doing the job.

I was rather good at killing people.

Now I had to figure out how to save people. A decision to land could mean that we all died. A decision to leave now might mean that we couldn’t return, and Jatal would lose this battle for his people. We were completely out manned; out gunned, and had little options. My crew should have left this moon as soon as we dealt with Cynthia’s drones, but that would have left Jatal in a hard spot.

We were committed to helping his people now, and helping people was always going to be the right decision.

“We’ll give him some more time. Get lower to the ground,” I instructed Z.

“Aye, Captain.” I thought she would have had a sassy remark, but I knew the hacker didn’t want to be the one making these decisions.

We waited, and the cloud of smoke in the distance grew larger as the red dots on the map crept nearer to our location. No one spoke, but I could hear everyone’s heart hammer in their chests, and my nose caught the scent of their dread.

“Gaul, do you have an update?” Jatal said after a half minute of painful silence.

“Still moving!” the miner’s voice was a pained gasp. “It looks like I am going in the correct direction still.”

“Can you pull their locations up on the map here?” I asked Z as I pointed at the shuttle’s dashboard. “They are wearing our transponders.”

“Fuck, I should have thought of that earlier,” the hacker said as she ran her fingers across her terminal interface.

Three yellow dots appeared on the map. The one closest to us was just a bit beyond the cluster of red dots heading toward us. Gual’s route did look as if it would take him under the Alloprize camp, but it could easily twist up ahead and lead him in another direction.

“They are close enough now to use zoom,” Z said as she clicked on a few keys. The screen next to the map showed the lead Alloprize truck, but I couldn’t see if there was a missile launcher because of the dust in the air.

“West location here, I’m not finding any sort of cave. Should I abort?” one of the miners asked, and I glanced back at the map.

“Continue searching, they have not sent any troops to your location,” I instructed him.

“Understood,” he answered.

“South point here. Tunnel I’m in is taking me toward Alloprize’s camp. I won’t know for sure for another five minutes,” the second miner said.

“Continue on course,” I ordered.

“Uhhh… Does that look like a missile launcher to you?” Z asked as she pointed at the zoomed display.

“Yes,” I replied as I studied the upright box shape of one of the rear vehicles. It wasn’t very clear because of the dust cloud, but the silhouette was convincing.

“We’ve got about thirty seconds,” Z hissed.

“I believe that both the east and south tunnels will merge. I have been studying the map and thinking about what the friendly creatures told me,” Eve said.

“Land,” I ordered.

“Aye,” Z replied, and the shuttle sunk down to the dirt.

“Jatal, who is running the explosions?” I asked.

“Rojar is,” Jatal said, and a lean looking man in the back of the shuttle raised his arm.

“Shuttle door opening,” Z said a second before it did so.

“Get going,” Jatal said as the man elbowed his way toward the door. He was wearing heavy looking packs across his chest and back.

“Till we meet again,” the man said to his friends, and they repeated the phrase as he dashed toward the entrance to the cave. My eyes focused on the truck, and an idea popped into my head.

“If we take the East Truck, they might not think that anyone went into the cave. If they see us holding the entrance, they might realize what we are doing,” I said as I looked at my friends.

“They will see the footprints,” Jatal said.

“We’ll fly the shuttle close to the ground to blow them away. Who will drive?”

Two men raised their hands, and Jatal nodded.

“Continue heading east. Go for speed and we’ll hope they chase you,” I instructed them. They ran out of the shuttle and made a straight line toward the Alloprize truck.

“Closing the door. I’m going to do a close fly over, then we need to get the fuck out of here,” Z said as the shuttle lurched.

We tilted to the side a bit and then floated over the space between the truck and entrance to the cave. I couldn’t actually see any footprints on the ground, but the thrusters on the craft suddenly fired hard, and we rose quickly into the air.

“That should do it,” the hacker said as she twisted the controls.

Then the alarm started to scream.

“Missiles!” Z shouted as she punched the acceleration.

Our shuttle leapt forward through the air, and I felt my back slam into the leather seat. The other men in the shuttle were standing, but the space was rather packed, and I didn’t hear anyone fall behind me.

“It’s gaining on us!” she shouted after a few seconds. “Fucking military bullshit tech!”

“Go left!” Jatal shouted over the cries of his startled men. “There is a giant cave two kilometers away. The entrance points south, so you’ll have to flip around to fly in it!” The blue-eyed man pointed with his finger to a drop into a canyon, and Z angled the shuttle in that direction.

“Where?” Z asked.

“It’s under us!” he answered.

“Hold on! Shhhheeeeeeeeeeiiittttt!”

The shuttle corkscrewed to the left and then dove like a brick. I felt my stomach get left behind by the falling motion, and the blood rushed to my head. The glass view of the shuttle showed nothing but purple rocks for half a moment, but then the shuttle pulled up, and I saw the maw of a giant cave. I had been worried that the entrance wouldn’t have been large enough for us to fit in, but the mouth of the tunnel probably could have fit two shuttle craft flying side by side, so Z had no problem steering into the entrance.

The missile smashed into the rock above us half a moment after we entered, and Z yanked back on the controls of the craft. The forward thrusters fired like mini-suns, and the cavern lit up with a blue color that reminded me a bit of the lights on the suits we wore. Everyone sitting in a chair was pushed violently against their harnesses, and the men in the rear all fell to the floor and slammed into the backs of Eve and Jatal’s chairs.

The nose of the shuttle was only five meters from the back wall of the cave. If Z had braked a half second later, we all probably would have died.

“Good flying,” I said to Z after everyone let out a painful exhale. “I don’t think we really need to hire a--”

“Yes,” she whispered. I noticed that her eyes were closed, her face was pale, and her hands trembled on the controls. “Yes. We really do need to hire a pilot.”
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Space Witch - Chapter 19

“Rojar and I have planted the explosives,” Gaul reported twenty minutes later.

“Can you get out of the blast radius?” Jatal asked

“I can try, but I don’t want to risk a signal interruption. We’ll do our best.”

Jatal didn’t say anything for a few moments, and the dark-skinned man closed his blue eyes. “Thank you,” he said at last.

“We knew what we were getting into,” Gaul replied. “One-way trip. Hey Adam, you there?”

“Yeah,” I replied into my transponder.

“Give them hell for us,” he said.

“You got it,” I replied.

“Let me know when you are ready and we’ll blow the tunnels,” Gaul said.

“Should be a few minutes,” I said.

We had just flown Persephone toward the western point on the map. The miner there had driven toward us in his truck, and we picked him up. We were now using the vehicle to approach Alloprize’s camp. About a tenth of their forces were chasing Gaul’s truck that we sent eastward, and another small unit was positioned around the truck we left at the southern point.

“Any movement?” I glanced over my shoulder to look at Z.

“No, they have to know we are driving toward them, but they are busy shelling the tunnels where Jatal’s people are. They are probably more worried about our ship and shuttle than one of their own vehicles. Hey! Will you watch the road?”

“There isn’t a road,” I answered as I turned back to look out the windshield. The trucks had meter high all terrain wheels and tons of torque. They’d probably bounce off anything I could drive into.

“Well, still. Don’t crash. I don’t want to be running back to Persephone,” Z said.

“How close are we?” I asked.

“Four kilometers.” Z’s voice was tense.

“It will be fine. These warriors are arrogant. They still believe they have us beat, even though we have destroyed their entire space fleet,” Eve said from the seat next to Z.

“I still don’t see how this is going to work. You are assuming that they aren’t just going to shoot us as soon as they see us driving toward them.”

“We’ll be on foot,” I answered.

“Even crazier.”

“I will attempt to conceal us,” Eve said.

“How can you do that?” the hacker asked.

“I am not sure. My fire magic is an illusion I created when I felt the need. I might be able to do the same with the three of us.”

“But you have never done it before?” Z asked.

“No, but I never did the fire illusion before I thought of it. If the army is distracted by the cave in, my chances of the witchcraft working will be higher.”

“We might not even need to go into the camp,” I said. “If all the missile launchers end up in the collapsed tunnel, we won’t need to do anything more than make a few bombing passes with Persephone.”

“We are at two kilometers,” Z said. “The satellite shows two vehicles leaving the main group and heading our way.

“Tell Gaul to blow the tunnel,” I said to Jatal.

The blue-eyed man took a deep breath and then spoke into his transponder, “We are ready for the tunnels.”

“You got it,” Gaul said.

Then the ground rumbled, and a dozen cracks appeared across the surface of the moon in front of us.

“Shit!” I shouted as I slammed on the brakes to the truck. We all leaned forward, and I tried to turn the wheel so we wouldn’t plow into the ravine that suddenly formed five meters ahead of us. The brakes didn’t stop the truck quickly enough, and the front tire skipped over the edge before it slammed into the lip of the cliff the lower side had once been connected to.

“I think we are stuck,” I said as I put the truck into reverse. The front wheels just skidded across the sand on the rock but didn’t find purchase. I leaned my head out of the window and looked at the back wheels. They were wedged between the rocks there, and I didn’t think the back tires would be able to claw the truck backward unless the front end was lifted a bit.

“We are running the rest of the way,” I said as I opened the door. The crack in the rock seemed to drop into a dark infinity, and I swung my legs to the side so I could step on solid ground.

“Watch your step,” I said to my friends as they climbed out of the truck. A few moments later we were standing by the anchored front of the vehicle.

“Can you get it loose?” I asked Jatal. “I recall seeing block and tackle in the trunk.”

“I can get it free, but you don’t want me to come with you?” he asked, and I had trouble identifying if he was happy or dismayed.

“No, your people need you to lead them. We can handle this on our own. Get the truck ready so we can make a quick escape.”

“Will do.” He nodded and then moved to the rear compartment of the large truck.

“Let’s go,” I said to the two women. They both nodded, and we turned to run toward the enemy camp.

There was a giant plume of smoke climbing into the purple sky, and I took it as a good omen.

Eve didn’t seem to have a problem matching my running pace, but Z wasn’t much of an athlete, and we had to slow a bit so the blonde hacker could keep up with us. It probably didn’t help that the purple ground was really broken up from the tunnel’s collapse, but I figured the terrain would make it difficult for Alloprize to chase after us.

After a few minutes of running, I began to hear screams and shouts coming from the campsite, and I raised my hand to signal for us to slow down. As soon as our run turned into a quick walk, I heard another set of screams from a chasm to our right about ten meters. I motioned for my friends to hold their position, and I crept to the side of the chasm. It tore across the surface of the moon like a jagged cut some ten meters across, and I saw that a trio of the Alloprize trucks had fallen down a good fifteen meters. Some of the men appeared to be alive, but I moved away from the edge before they noticed me.

“Those were probably the soldiers they sent for us,” I told Eve and Z. The women nodded, and we continued on the path toward the main campsite.

I took the lead and switched the shotgun I normally used for the rifle on my back. It was the same weapon that was issued by the scientists who had enslaved me, and I was familiar with every centimeter of the weapon.

The route ahead of us began to slope upward, and I guessed from the smoke and sounds of screaming that the main camp was on the other side of the ridge. I gestured for my friends to follow me, and we crawled the last ten meters to the lip of the valley.

As soon as I reached the top of the slope, I realized that this area probably hadn’t been a valley a few minutes ago. It had been a hill, and the collapse of the tunnels below dropped the whole camp down a good thirty meters.

It looked like a sloppy bowl of gumbo, with a mixture of rubble, truck parts, bodies, and broken fighter craft. I saw one missile array half submerged under thousands of kilograms of rubble, and while it might be able to shoot a few warheads out of its exposed part, I doubted the weapon functioned.

The tunnel collapse had worked much better than I planned, and while I did see a hundred soldiers trying to dig through the rubble, I didn’t see any useable equipment.

“There is an array on the far side of this bowl, opposite to where we are,” Eve said.

“I don’t see it,” I replied as I looked where her finger pointed.

“Many of the soldiers below are thinking of it. They are worried we might attack, but the crew guarding that launcher was not caught in the collapse. There is also one more launcher that went eastward after the truck.”

“Let’s head over there,” I said as we crawled backward away from the edge.

“Did you mind-read that guy to know how many assholes would be guarding the missile launcher?” Z asked Eve as we jogged around the perimeter.

“I did not get that information. I am sorry,” Eve apologized.

“Hey, no worries. You can read people’s minds. I’m just happy we aren’t getting shot at--”

“Get down!” I shouted at them as soon as I saw a flash of light across the bowl of the campsite.

The sniper bullet grazed the armor on my shoulder as I dove to the ground. I could feel the kinetic energy of the thing threaten to tear through the armor, but it hit me at an angle when I dropped and hadn’t penetrated the plates.

“Ugh!” Z moaned.

“Are you hit?” I asked as I turned my head to look at her.

“Oh, no. Just upset that I opened my damn mouth and talked about how I was glad we aren’t getting shot at.” Z rolled her eyes as she shook her head.

“Crawl to your left,” I instructed our friends, and they followed my order so that they were farther away from the lip of the bowl.

“Can you use your witch powers on them?” I asked Eve.

“No. They are much too far away,” she replied with a frown.

“I am going to move on ahead,” I said. “Follow at a safe pace. I’ll try to distract them and take out as many as I can. Try and push toward the missile launcher. If the soldiers down below know what we are up to, they might climb up the sides, and we’ll have a real problem.”

“Are you going to--” Z started to say, but a bullet passed over our heads, and she gasped, “--change into your kitty form?”

“Yes,” I said as my body began to shift.

My vision got blurry and then shifted to a more yellow spectrum. My spine cracked as it expanded its length by destroying and rebuilding the discs. The blood flowing through me felt like it was boiling, and my muscles tore against the growing bones. My human teeth popped out of my mouth and were replaced with the sharp tiger set.

The scent of blood filled my nose until it was all I could smell, and the beast roared with its release.

“That really looks like it hurts,” Z said.

“It does,” I growled. I could hear both of their hearts beating in their chests. Eve’s as a calm tempo, but Z’s was the frantic flap of a humming bird’s wings.

“I will ggggggggo kill.” I turned away from them and then let the animal that filled my soul have command over my muscular legs.

I was low enough on the slope not to worry about catching a bullet, but there were a few long cuts in the rock to my side, and the sniper that had me in his sights was talented enough to fit a bullet through each one when I ran across them. He was still too slow to hit me, but his accuracy, especially at what I guessed was a good four hundred meters, made me mix up the pacing of my run prevent him figuring out how to get a lead on me.

I rounded the crater and saw a trio of soldiers taking cover behind a short boulder. They knew I was coming, and they all leveled their weapons at me. There was nowhere for me to take cover, so I increased my running speed and made a zig-zag movement across the ground. It was a strategy that I would have been insane to attempt as a normal man, but I could run much faster than most people were used to, and I felt the first salvo of bullets fly behind me when I pushed my legs to sprint.

I would only have a few seconds of lead against them though. They would eventually figure out how to predict my speed, and the zigzag strategy wouldn’t keep me lucky forever. Still, it was hard for most shooters to hit a target that was running toward them in this manner.

Especially when the target was a giant tiger-man with a big fucking rifle shooting back at you.

My first burst of bullets slammed against the purple rock that they hid behind. They ducked further behind it for more cover, and the motion gave me a few seconds of reprieve from their fire. I used the opportunity to sprint straight at them, and I closed the distance to about thirty meters.

The soldier on the right side of the boulder popped out to try to take a shot, but I strafed to the left, and he had to lean out too far. His bullet went wide to my right, and I heard him yell at his partner to try and shoot me. I expected this outcome, and I leveled the red dot of my sight on the spot where I thought the fucker’s head would pop out.

I took the shot as soon as I saw his helmet appear. I’d always been accurate with firearms, and I seemed to be able to hit most targets even when I was on the move. My bullet hit him under the rim of his helmet, punched through his face, and spread his brains across the dirt behind him.

The other two men screamed with surprise, and I changed my running trajectory so that I ran toward them again. They were too concerned with not getting shot to realize what I was doing, and I made it to the boulder without them preparing.

I was still running, and I set my right foot on the edge of the boulder. My left caught on the surface above my boot, and I used my momentum to spring into a front flip while aiming my rifle straight ahead. The spin carried me upside down, and I squeezed the trigger on my rifle as soon as I saw the armored bodies of the surprised men. They died before they could even scream, my flip completed its spin, and I continued my run.

Then I saw the missile launcher.

It was positioned beside another boulder some three hundred meters away. There was a truck parked beside it, and I saw a few soldiers taking cover behind the vehicle. The men were pointing their weapons in my direction, and I sprinted to the left with the hope that it would be harder for them to hit me from their position.

Then I felt the sniper’s shot stab me right in the back.

It seemed as if my armor almost stopped the slug since I was thrown forward through the air like a rag doll. Pain exploded through my spine and stomach, and I landed on the purple dirt as if a cannon ball had sucker punched me.

I couldn’t feel anything but my face for a few moments, but I knew that taking any time to analyze the damage done to me would just result in the sniper putting another bullet in my body. I had to move, or I was going to die, so I pushed against the ground with my left hand and rolled myself over like a barrel.

A sniper bullet smashed into the dirt where I had just been laying.

I twisted on the ground again and tried to get my legs under my stomach so I could stand. The limbs refused to move, and a quick glance down confirmed that I had a giant fucking hole in my stomach. The bullet had probably cut my spine in half when it passed through.

I hissed and punched my elbow into the dirt to help roll me again. Another bullet buzzed past me, and I knew that I was going to die here. I had healed from some critical injuries before, but I never had a bullet rip my spine in half or punch such a big hole through my stomach. I figured that the only reason I wasn’t feeling any pain was because of the gallons of adrenaline flowing through my blood.

And most of that blood was pouring onto the purple tinted dirt.

Another bullet sped across the whiskers on my face. I guessed it had missed my skull by only a few centimeters, and I tried to twist again. I just couldn’t move though, and my brain began to warn me about the agony coming from my stomach.

I could only look at the hillside where I knew the sniper lay in position. His next bullet would put an end to me, and I guessed that it would come in the next few seconds.

But it didn’t come. Instead, I heard screaming from where the sniper lay and shouts of surprise from the men behind the truck. I turned to try and find the sniper on the slope of the bowl, but I only saw Eve walking down toward me. Her hair seemed to float behind her head as if it decided it could ignore gravity, and the tight suit around her perfect body flickered with the red flame power of her magic. She looked like a dark angel, and the edges of my vision began to get fuzzy as I watched her come to me.

Or maybe she was running toward me, but everything was moving really slow.

“I think I’m hurt,” I said with a cough.

“I was too slow, my love.” I felt her hands run along the fur on my face, and I realized my head was lying on her thighs. She was cradling my head in her lap, and I never wanted to be anywhere else.

The pleasure of her touch couldn’t overcome the endless torrent of agony coming from my body though.

“I can’t feel my legs. I don’t think I’m coming back from this one. It was a good run though,” I coughed, and blood poured out of my mouth.

Damn. Looks like Z was right, I was eventually going to run out of my nine lives.

“She is not right. You will recover. Let your body heal you.”

“I don’t think that--”

“Do you love me?” I heard her whisper.

“You know I do,” I said with a cough.

“Then fight. Use your anger. There are more people to help. There are more who need you. Not just Z and I, but people that have lost hope. People like Jatal, who would be dead without you. There are millions of them. Billions of them.”

“Too many,” I said with slurred words. I couldn’t feel anything but the pain. I was so tired. I wanted the pain to go away. I couldn’t save everyone. I was just one man.

One man that was really a monster.

“You have saved me, and Z, and Jatal, and you will do so for countless others. You think they turned you into a monster, but they are the real monsters. The faceless men and women who believe they can take what they want because they have the power. I heard your screams in the jail cell. I have felt your rage and your honor. This is not your end. You cannot die because I am not dead, and we are the same. Please fight for me. Force your body to heal.”

Eve’s words were taking the edge off the pain flowing through my mind, and I felt the beast in my soul thrash against the agony. The human part of me wanted to die. It wanted to sleep. But Eve’s words helped, and I could feel the two sides of my mind trying to work together.

I could feel my stomach begin to heal, and it hurt almost as bad as when the bullet had passed through me.

“I’ve got the missile-- shit! Is he okay?” I heard Z gasp, but I couldn’t turn my head to look at her.

“He will heal,” Eve answered. “He distracted the sniper so we could approach.”

“Uhhh. He looks like a gutted fish-- errr cat-- or, okay, I’m not helping, am I?” I felt someone hold my hand and Z’s pretty face looked down into my eyes.

“Hey, Captain. I didn’t know you got shot. Eve distracted all the fucks, and I went around the back. I would have come earlier if I’d known.” I could feel her hand tremble around my fingers and hear the tears she struggled to hold back.

“That’s okay. I’m feeling better,” I said, and it was the truth.

“Did you get the asshole that--”

“Yes,” Eve growled.

“Damn. Adam, you should be dead. I’m glad you aren’t, but it looks like someone opened up your armor with a meter-wide drill bit and--”

“Did you say something about the missiles?” I interrupted her. Then I coughed, and I felt more blood run down from my teeth and splatter on the dirt.

“Yeah. I’ve hacked it. Pretty easy actually. Now we just have to worry about the last one before we bring Persephone over to blast these bastards.”

“When I was in the Jupiter Marines, we had our mobile missile launchers linked so they could all fire at the same target with a single command,” I gasped as a sudden spike of pain told me that some of my spine had reformed.

“Yeah. that’s how these are, but the others are under the rock of the tunnel,” Z said.

“Can you see the location of the one to the east?” I asked.

“Hmmm.” The blonde hacker pushed her hair over her ear and smiled. “You are pretty smart. Yeah, I think I can launch the missiles from this one and tag the other one. Hell, they might try the same thing as soon as they hear we’ve taken control of this one. I better get a move on.” The hacker jumped up from my side and ran back toward the missile launcher.

“You are feeling better?” Eve asked.

“I think you know I am,” I said, but then I winced when another rolling wave of pain slammed into my torso. It was hard to tell where it was coming from since everything below the agony was still numb.

“I know.” Her fingers traced around my tiger-face, and I closed my eyes to lose myself in her caress.

“Launching missiles. Yeeehaaaw! Suck on these!” Z shouted half a minute later, and I opened my eyes to see eight missiles streak into the purple sky.

“Good job, Z,” Eve said.

“Thanks. I only used half of them. Probably overkill, but I wanted Jatal to have some in case another bunch of assholes decided to mess with him.”

“Speaking of Jatal,” I said as I pressed on my transponder.

“Jatal? Do you copy?” I asked.

“I hear you, Adam. I just saw a group of missiles. Was that you?”

“Yeah. Z sent them to destroy the other missile launcher to the east. We’ve taken them all out now.”

“So… you are telling me that you just won this war?” he gasped.

“They haven’t surrendered yet,” I began, but then Z leaned into my chest so she could yell into the transponder.

“But they will as soon as we point Persephone's cannons at them!”

“Then I better get over there in the truck and get you back to your ship. Woohooo!” The man’s shout was filled with exuberance.

“Take your time,” I said as I looked down at the giant hole in my stomach. “I’m not going anywhere for a few minutes.”
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Space Witch - Chapter 20

We had accepted the surrender of what was left of Alloprize’s army shortly after we flew Persephone over their destroyed campsite. The Children of Rah had taken the Alloprize soldiers into custody and were working on trying to clear the rubble from their camp so that they could find any other survivors. We did what we could to help, but the collapsed tunnels were quite effective, and most of the site was completely buried under thousands of kilograms of rubble.

I slept and then woke up in my human form with a bandaged stomach and another bag of saline fluid dripping into my arm. I dressed in my jeans and T-shirt and searched for my friends on the bridge. I finally found them outside helping clear rubble out of one of the main tunnels the Children of Rah had used as a home. The place looked like a refugee camp, but it was an improvement over what I guessed their cave dwellings must have looked like.

Jatal ask if he could speak with us, and we met the man in the same spot where we had first landed Persephone.

“They took all the rhodium we intended to give to you and Wayne,” Jatal sobbed.

“So… what does that mean?” Z squeaked.

“It was the last of our rhodium. Well, except this.” The blue-eyed man raised a small plastic bag that was about a tenth full of the precious powdered metal. “We were able to get it from the dirt where the drones shot the package.”

The three of us stared at the small bag for a few moments, and I could see that Jatal’s hand was shaking.

“I’m so sorry. This is about eighty grams. It is all we have until we can clear the rubble from their campsite and try to find the crates we intended to give you and Wayne. I can’t even pay Wayne back. I don’t know how we are going to afford to buy food, or trade for the next few months. Most of our mining equipment is destroyed, and everything that Alloprize had for food is buried.” Jatal signed. “We are in for a rough time. I doubt Wayne will sell us any more food.”

“Do you have anything left?” I asked.

“A bit, but now we have extra mouths to feed because of the prisoners.”

“How about water?” I asked.

“We should be okay for a few months. We are used to starving, but we have traded one problem for another,” Jatal said as he stepped toward me and pushed the small bag into my hand. “Please take it. It isn’t worth nearly what you have all done for me, but you can probably hire someone else for your crew once you get to the station I mentioned.”

“What about Wayne’s payment?” I asked as I looked at the small bag. This was easily worth the food Wayne had given them, but I knew the old cowboy expected a lot more.

“It will be a problem, but I’ve got too many to worry about it. We’ll have rhodium in the future, and then I can pay Wayne back. I have to worry about the next two months. I’m sure I can find someone to sell us some food in exchange for future rhodium.

“But you won’t have much leverage. Your people are going to starve,” I said.

“My problem. You have done enough for us. I wish we could give you more. If you can come back in a few months, I’ll give you--”

“That’s fine,” I said as I put the bag in my vest pocket.

Then I turned to Eve. The beautiful vampire knew what I was thinking, and her face spread into a wonderful smile.

I looked at Z, and I stared into her blue eyes for a few moments. The woman’s face twisted with her own internal conflict, but then she finally nodded.

“Yeah. Okay, fuck me,” she whispered. “I’ll go get one of their forklifts.”

“Why do you--” Jatal started to ask as Z walked toward one of his machines.

“We have that crate of food,” I said as I gestured back to Persephone. “It isn’t as much as Wayne’s delivery, but it can last you a few months if you ration.”

“I can’t take your food, Adam. We’ll be--”

“No,” I interrupted him again. “Take the food, Jatal. We’ll go back to Wayne and get some more. It won’t be a problem.”

“He’s going to be pissed that I stiffed him,” Jatal sighed. “He might take it out on you. Are you sure you don’t want to keep any?”

“We’ll be fine without food for the fifteen minutes it will take us to get back to him. I’m sure I can convince the man to give us some food and work with you for an IOU. I’ll try to get another shipment to bring back to you, either from him or someone else.”

“Not Cynthia,” Jatal smirked, “but maybe you can take care of that problem for me.”

“We intended to,” I said with a growl. “So, take what we have, and we’ll bring more. Don’t worry about payment.”

“You three--” Jatal cleared his throat and then tapped his chest. “Well, words escape me. ‘Thank you’ doesn’t even begin to explain my gratitude.”

We watched Z drive one of the forklifts up Persephone's ramp. A few moments later she was backing out with the crate of food in its arms. I would have thought that the blonde hacker would have still had a sour look on her face, but the gathered men and women cheered as she drove the machine down the ramp, and Z’s face split into a wide smile.

“We’ll get going,” I said as soon as I saw Z set down the food in the middle of the camp and jump out of the machine. The woman exchanged hugs with a dozen people as she tried to walk back to us, and each embrace made her smile grow larger.

“Thank you again,” Jatal said.

“We’ll be back with more food,” I said as I gestured back to Persephone.

“Yeah. That’s what we do. We help people. See ya in a few, Jatal,” Z said as she waved to the man.

Then the three of us walked up the ramp of the dark starship, closed the hold, and made our way to the bridge.

“That felt pretty good,” Z said in the elevator.

“Helping people always does,” Eve said. “They will be able to rebuild with the food.”

“A second shipment will help,” I said. “We’ll have to explain to Wayne what happened. If I have to, I’ll give him the rhodium that we have so he’ll consider sending them another crate. He was fucking them in the first place. Even the small amount Jatal gave me should be able to pay for a dozen or more of those crates.”

“What are we going to do about Cynthia?” Z asked as the elevator doors opened to the bridge level. “I think we should just do a flyby and level her compound with our heavies.”

“No, that will kill innocents,” Eve said.

“Yeah, I guess you are right.”

“She betrayed us, so she will feel our teeth on her neck,” the vampire hissed.

“She must know that we’ve killed her men by now. She’ll be ready for us,” I said as we walked to the bridge.

I sat down in the captain’s chair, and my two friends took their normal seats at the pilot’s control. The screen display was already on, but Z hit a few buttons, and more of the view showed Jatal and his people waving to us as we rose from the surface of the moon.

“Well,” Z sighed. “I thought we were going to die a dozen times, but it all worked out in the end. They are good people.”

“Yeah, they are,” I replied.

Z steered Persephone out of the moon’s atmosphere and then set an orbiting pattern. No one spoke during the process, and I guessed that we were all lost in our own thoughts.

“I’ve got coords set for Gliese 876 - C-ii. Give the word and I’ll engage the hyperdrives.” Z finally broke the silence after we’d orbited for a handful of minutes.

“Engage hyperdrives,” I ordered.

“Aye, Captain,” Z said as she lowered a finger onto the controls. The stars on our screens blurred for a second.

And then they were replaced with spaceships.

Hundreds of spaceships.

“Holy shit!” Z screamed as the largest ship came into our viewfinder. I had never seen a vessel so large. It didn’t even fit on our display, and it looked almost like a cluster of giant mega towers placed on its side.

Suddenly, an orange plume of power erupted out of the front of the massive starship. It was like the flame of an ion torch, only I guessed that the diameter of the laser was a good thousand kilometers.

The fire plunged toward Gliese 876-C-ii, and the moon vaporized as if it was a lump of butter.

“Oh. My. Fucking--”

“Go! Go! Go! Go!” I screamed at Z as Persephone’s alarms echoed my cry, and she began to scroll the ID’s of each ship from her scanners. There were too many ships scrolling too fast for me to read, but one name was clearly branded on each of the vessels: Elaka Nota Corporation.

There must have been three hundred ships escorting the massive one, and they began to turn around and face us.

They also launched a thousand drones.

“Where?” Z screamed the question as she turned Persephone away from the space armada.

“The station that Jatal told us about!”

“They are sending us a communication request,” Eve said nonchalantly.

“I’ll have to use the foldingdrive!” Z cried.

“Fucking do it then!”

“Oh, fucking shit damn fuck. Okay,” Z babbled as engaged Persephone’s thrusters.

A dozen plumes of energy lashed out around us.

“I’ve got the coordinates set! Give the order!”

“You don’t need a fucking order! Do it!” I yelled at her.

“Ready to fold. Here! We! Go!” Z shouted as she slammed her hand down on a button on her terminal.

I expected everything to go black again, but nothing happened.

“It didn’t work,” I said as I watched the tidal wave of drones screech toward us.

“No shit it didn’t work! Fuck, Persephone, why aren’t you working? Please let us fold,” Z whined as another salvo of green colored plasma blasts flew past us.

“Eve, do you know what is going on with her?” I asked.

“She is scared!” Eve actually shouted as the gravity tech slammed us into the chair.

“This is not the time for performance anxiety! We need to get out of here!” Z shouted.

“I do not believe the shouting is help--”

“We are about to die!” Z interrupted Eve.

“Use the hyperdrives!” I ordered as a blast got close enough the shake us like a leaf in the wind.

“No! It’s too fucking far, and they are too slow. It will take us seventeen days to get there!” Z gasped.

“They are trying to communicate with us again. We cannot surrender,” Eve said.

“Agreed,” I said. “Z, use the hyperdrives.”

“You know what you are doing? We’ll be stuck in transit for--”

“I know. We’ll figure it out.”

“This is going to suck,” Z moaned.

“Better than being dead,” I growled as another blast of plasma almost hit us.

“You might not think that after a week. You both have to promise not to eat me!”

“Just use the fucking hyperdrives!” I shouted.

“Fine, Captain! Engaging hyperdrives!” Z said as she hit the drive button.

The stars turned to long lines, and Persephone instantly leveled her flight angle so that we weren’t shaking.

“We escaped,” Eve said with a sigh. “This is good.”

“Uhhh. Maybe? The hyperdrives take twenty-four hours to go one light year. The station is seventeen light years away. We have exactly zero kilograms of food to last us for a half a month.”

“Can we drop out of hyperdrive?” Eve asked.

“If we want to risk blowing the drive,” Z moaned, leaned back in her chair, and covered her face with her hands.

“We have a bigger problem,” I said as I stood.

“A bigger problem than not being able to eat for seventeen days? I get bitchy if I skip lunch. The last meal we had was like a day ago. I’m already starving, and--”

“Elaka Nota knows how to find us. There is a tracker on Persephone somewhere,” I said, and the two women looked at me with surprise. “It is the only way they could have tracked us to Gliese 876. They will track us to Queen’s Hat Station, and their armada will show up there within a few days.” I thought about the massive ship that had destroyed the moon where Wayne, his son, Cynthia, and a few million other people lived.

Why had they destroyed it?

“How did they track us though? There isn’t any technology that can work across solar systems,” Z said.

“Any technology we know about, but Persephone is filled with mysteries and tech I’ve never seen. We are going to have to figure her out. We’ve got seventeen days to read the manual and search every damn centimeter of this ship.”

“On empty stomachs,” Z sighed.

“We won’t die. We have water,” I chuckled.

“Yeah, but look at me.” Z gestured to her thin frame. “I’m already super skinny. You both swore you wouldn’t eat me.” The hacker gasped and pointed a finger at each of us. “I’m going to remind you of it every day. I’m all skin and bones. I won’t be delicious. Eve, on the other hand…”

“No one will need to eat anyone,” Eve said with a mirthful laugh. “We will be hungry, but each of us has endured worse pains.”

“Yeah, beats being dead,” the hacker said as she rubbed her hands over her face. She looked tired. We were all tired. “Fuck. All those people are dead. Why did they do that?”

We were all silent for a few minutes as we stared at the streaking stars.

“They want no trace,” Eve whispered.

“Of Persephone, or you?” I asked.

“Both,” Eve said as she fixed her red eyes on me.

“Will they go to Jatal’s moon?” Z gasped, and her question made my stomach drop.

“I am not sure. I believe they will give us chase, but the only reason they would destroy Gliese 876-C-ii is so no one was alive to know of us or our ship. We will not know Jatal’s fate until we can return.”

“That is insane. Why? Why are you so important? Why is this ship?” Z asked the dark-haired woman.

“Maybe this is a good time to tell us what is going on, Eve. How can you do your magic? Why did Elaka Nota experiment on you? Why do you know so much about this ship?” The questions had been spinning in my head for a while, but now we had seventeen days to talk about it.

We had set out to help people, but now millions of innocents were dead.

I was going to get some answers.

“Yes, I will tell you both everything. I will explain why Elaka Nota would kill millions of people to ensure that neither Persephone nor I are known,” Eve said with a sigh, “but first, I recall that we have some leftover barbecue from Cynthia. What do you both think about sharing it while we speak?”

“I forgot about that,” Z said with almost no enthusiasm. “We are going to starve anyway. Let’s have one last meal before we don’t eat for half a month.”

“Yeah, let’s eat. Then talk, and then learn about Persephone,” I said as I rubbed my fingers across the leather of my chair.

Then we stood and walked to the galley.

End of Book 2
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Zeta Hack - Chapter 1

“Queen’s Hat, this is Persephone. Requesting permission to dock,” Z said as soon as we exited hyperspace in System 879.

“Roger that, Persephone. I don’t see any corporate or military branding tags on your ID feed. What is the purpose of your visit?” a woman’s nasally voice replied over our bridge.

“We’ve got some rhodium to trade. Looking to stock up on food and take on some crew. Heard you were the station to go to.” The blonde hacker looked at me and shrugged. Z’s cheeks had sunk into her face, and dark circles shone under her eyes. Her eyelids looked almost too heavy for her to lift, and I prayed that the control tower would let us dock without too much hassle.

Seventeen days was a long time to go without food.

“Sounds good, Persephone. If you are looking to trade rhodium, there is no docking fee, but the harbor clerk will inspect your wares as soon as you exit onto our platform. We’ve got a no firearms policy in the station. If we catch a gun on you, we’ll throw you in prison for a few weeks. If you kill anyone on the station, we’ll throw you out the airlock. I’m forwarding you the bylaws attachment. There are more details of our policies in there.”

“I got you, Queen’s Hat. We’re not looking for trouble, just a bite to eat, mixed food supplies for our ship, and a few extra crew members. Will the harbor clerk give us directions for obtaining those things?”

“Affirmative, Persephone. Head to dock 458-B. Set your autopilot to bearing 0.23 and 234.45,” the woman said.

“Roger that, Queen’s Hat. Thanks for the welcome,” Z replied as she tapped her fingers on the controls.

“Clerk will meet you on the platform for paperwork. Thanks for coming by. Ending communication,” the woman said before she cut the transmission.

“Thank the stars,” Z said as she leaned back in the plush pilot’s chair. “I half expected them to say, ‘Elaka Nota’s entire armada is on your ass, you’ve got a vampire woman on board who knows their plans to take over the galaxy, and your ship is a sentient being put together with alien technology that even they don’t understand.’” The blonde woman rubbed the bridge of her nose and let out a sigh. “Where is Eve anyways? I thought she’d want to--”

“I am here,” the beautiful woman said as she walked past me. Even though the three of us had spent the last seventeen days doing nothing else but lying around and talking to each other, my heart still raced whenever I saw her. “I wanted to observe the hyperdrives when they disengaged.”

“Ahh,” Z said with a nod. “Notice anything strange about them? Also, you aren’t going to wear your street clothes?”

“I do not know what to look for with the drives, but I did not feel anything odd about them when they disengaged.” Eve shrugged and then gestured to her tight fighting gray and black flight suit. “I am comfortable in our crew uniform.”

“Yeah, uhh. Sure.” Z glanced down at her own clothes for a second. We had figured out how to use the clothes washing machines on board and cleaned our street clothes. Both Z and I were wearing the same tight suits that Eve was, but under our jeans and jackets.

Eve dropped into the copilot’s chair, pointed to the front bridge display, and hummed. “This is quite a large station.”

Persephone's display highlighted the massive structure with green, and the matching colored text was scrolling down the side of the view screen.

Metropolis Class Station: Q-987-H-rR345b

Manufactured by: Nebula Gammon

Branding: Queen’s Hat Station

Hyperdrive: Inca Seven model 020201. 4,135 hours to one light year

Warpdrive: No

Foldingdrive: No

Length: 22.5 kilometers

Minimum Crew: 2,000

Estimated population: 2.65 million

Estimated fighter craft: 650

Estimated drone payload: 2,000

Heavy plasma cannons: 380

Light plasma guns: 840

Laser arrays: 0

The hat shaped space station was massive. I reasoned it had to be larger than the massive Elaka Nota ship we witnessed destroy Gliese 876-Cii, but I didn’t have the scan report of Elaka Nota’s ship up to compare the sizes. Our position was far enough away so that our destination still looked small on our screen. Persephone's screen lit up with other green outlines of other ships, she estimated there were at least three hundred vessels docked with the massive station, and there could have been more that we couldn’t scan on the other side.

“Captain, I’ve engaged the autopilot. We’ll dock in three minutes,” Z said as she turned over her shoulder to look at me again. “What’s the plan?”

“We’ll go aboard, trade our rhodium for whatever the local currency is, go to the nearest restaurant, eat, find some bulk food to buy for our stores and Jatal’s people, hire an engineer to fix Persephone's drives, and then deliver the food.”

“And hire a pilot and navigator,” Eve said with a smile.

“And a cook. Fuck me. I’m so hungry all I can think about is food. Yesterday I wasn’t hungry at all.” Z sighed.

“You’ll feel better after you eat. We can’t go crazy though, your stomach won’t be ready. We’ll get something light to test our stomachs and then--”

“What do we do about the tracker?” Z said. “We couldn’t find one, what if Elaka Nota finds us again?”

“We’ll need to move fast,” I said with a sigh. We’d done our best to search every part of Persephone, but we hadn’t found the foldingdrive or anything looking like a tracking beacon that could have transmitted our location to our enemies. I’d asked Eve to see if Persephone would tell us, but the vampire admitted she was only feeling the ship’s emotions, and it was much harder to communicate with her than it had been with the cave worm beings we encountered on Gliese 876-Biv.

Eve told us other things about the ship. It was information that she had learned when various corporate vice presidents and executives who came to observe the woman’s “treatment.”

Persephone had been discovered, not built, and they retrofitted her with their latest hyperdrive, warpdrive, weapon technology, military equipment, and crew accommodations because they found a functioning foldingdrive onboard her. Elaka Nota didn’t know who built Persephone, but the discovery of a foldingdrive provided them the opportunity to study the engine with hopes of recreating it.

Eve didn’t know if they had been successful, but I guessed they had, or they probably wouldn’t have fitted the ship for combat. If Elaka Nota hadn’t built another ship with a foldingdrive, we had stolen the most powerful ship in their entire fleet.

Along with their most powerful organic weapon: Eve.

The beautiful woman told us that she was one of Elaka Nota’s first experiments. Eve was a child with unexplained powers, and the corporation had been able to increase her abilities by manipulating her DNA and feeding her the lifeblood of sentient creatures. She was being groomed to be their perfect spy. Their perfect assassin. Their perfect agent. What they hadn’t accomplished was to bend her mind to their will. She'd been able to resist their brainwashing.

Then Eve discovered the scientists who controlled her experiments created other subjects. While less powerful than she, they showed more promise of becoming easier to manage weapons. It was important to Eve that we get a crew, no, a small army, and then hit back at Elaka Nota so the sisters she had never met could be saved.

“Captain?” I heard Z ask, and her question tugged me away from my thoughts.

“Sorry. Lost in thought,” I said as I looked at the screen. I saw that we were docked, and the tube from the Queen’s Hat station was extending to connect to Persephone's cargo hold entrance.

“I asked if you wanted me to lock her down after we leave. I’m presuming the answer is yes, but--”

“Yeah. Also, I want you both to carry knives and the stun guns on you. Can you check their bylaws to make sure that isn’t against their rules?”

“Sure,” Z said as she clicked on her terminal buttons. The woman had her skull plugged into the controls of the ship, but I still didn’t quite know how she interfaced with the computers. Sometimes she closed her eyes when she worked and seemed to be able to control the devices without typing, but other times she typed on the keys like someone without interface hardware.

“They just say firearms. They are rather draconian with their murder laws. If they find out that anyone has killed someone else, even in self-defense, they throw you out the airlock.”

“We’ll ask when we meet with the harbor clerk. Let’s go,” I said as I stood on wobbly legs. The hunger pains and weakness had come and gone in the last seventeen days. Sometimes I felt as if I possessed endless strength, other times I couldn’t get out of bed. I found sleep nearly impossible because my stomach ached so much. I’d never gone this long without food, and it was more than mildly uncomfortable.

It had been seventeen days of torture for Z and I. Eve hadn’t seemed bothered by the lack of food, and she told us that she was using her powers to ease her pains. I’d been thankful for her resilience since Z and I had often been too weak to explore the ship in search of the tracking beacon we thought Elaka Nota had put onboard.

“Do you think they have restaurants that serve steak?” Z asked after we’d taken the elevator down to the hold floor.

“Yeah. Probably,” I replied.

“I’m gonna get a two kilogram one. Porterhouse. Grilled rare, with potatoes and asparagus covered in butter. A bottle of wine to wash it down. For dessert? A banana split.” Z smacked her lips together, and her eyes glazed over. “How about you two?”

“Chicken broth and a green salad,” I said as we walked toward Persephone’s armory.

“Boringgggggg,” Z moaned.

“Yeah, but I won’t be puking.”

“I’m going to keep it all down, trust me. It will be the best meal of my life. Eve?”

“Fish, if they have it. Or some sort of poultry. I agree with Adam, steak will be too heavy for a first meal. Perhaps once my stomach adjusts.”

“I’m gonna make both of you jealous when I’m scarfing down half a cow,” Z said as we reached the armory.

Half a minute later we had hung up our pistols and replaced them with the stun guns. I wore a large knife sheathed on my belt, but the women didn’t, and I asked them to each put a smaller blade on before continuing to Persephone's camera-iris shutter-shaped hold exit.

Z hit the button to open the large bay door. There was a six-meter long metal hallway beyond, and then another leading into the station. We exited Persephone, and Z closed the hatch behind us by pressing on one of the hidden switches by the side of her ramp.

“I’m setting the code. It will open if you press here and have a synced transponder on you. Which you both do,” Z said as she motioned for us to watch her press the panel at the end of the ramp. It looked exactly like one of the hundreds of other small metal panels on the starship. “If you don’t have the transponder, you can move your fingers over like so.” She made a wide “m” shape and then joined it together at the bottom with a “V.”

“Why that shape?” I asked as the doors spun open.

“It looks like a manta ray, duh,” Z explained as she closed the doors again.

“Or a heart,” Eve said with a smile. “Perhaps that is fitting because--”

“Eve! Girl talk! What is wrong with you?” Z gaped at the obsidian-haired woman as she gave me a sideways glance.

“I was going to explain that it is because Persephone loves us, and we love her.” Eve actually smirked, and it was the first time I had ever seen her use the facial expression.

“Oh. Uhh. Yeahhhhhh… Let’s go meet the harbor clerk,” the hacker said quickly, and then she stomped down the hallway toward the station’s door without looking at us.

“Should I have talked to her about--” I began to whisper to Eve, but the vampire shook her head.

The feelings she has for you are real, but it is not your place to squash them. She knows about our relationship, and it makes her angry that she is jealous. I believe she will work through it, and her love for you will mature into something a sister holds for an older brother. We will give it time.

I nodded at the red-eyed woman, and we followed Z to the station entrance.

“Captain, how does this work?” Z asked as we reached the wide closed door. There was an array of buttons and switches she pointed to. The labels were all in Kanji, but they were faded, and I couldn’t read them.

“I think you need to hit the green button,” I said as I glanced up at the top of the door. There was a red light there, and I guessed that there was some sort of security protocols they had to go through before they just let us into the station.

Z hit the button, and the light shifted from red to green.

“Greetings, ahhhh. Persephone? Is that correct?” A male voice asked from the panel next to the door.

“Yes, that’s us,” Z answered.

“Good. I’ve got eyes on you up on the ceiling,” he said, and we looked up to see the video camera. “Just the three of you?”

“That’s correct,” the hacker answered.

“You know about our firearms and killing policy?” he asked, and Z turned to me as she gestured at her belt.

“How about stun guns and knives?” I asked.

“Both are fine, as long as you don’t kill anyone. I’ve got it here that you are trading rhodium. How much do you have?”

“About eighty grams,” I said as I pulled the plastic bag out.

“Ehhh. That’s under the amount where we don’t charge a docking fee, but I’ll let you slide this time.”

“Thanks,” I said.

“You are welcome. Anything else you want to declare?”

“Anything else we should declare?” I asked.

“If you intend to trade drugs or weapons, we’ll let you, but we charge an extra admin fee, and we have a designated high-security dock for those exchanges. If you have anything like that onboard, and we find out about it, we won’t be happy, so you had best be honest. We don’t deal with slavery. Period. So if you intend to sell slaves, you best get back on your ship and find another marketplace.”

“Just looking to trade our rhodium for a meal, supplies for our ship, and take on an experienced crew. No drugs or weapons,” I said.

“You’ll find what you are looking for here. If you head straight out, you’ll see a green colored info booth. You can download map images of the station that have the tube transit paths. You can also get directions from the dock clerks there. Welcome to Queen’s Hat Station.”

“Thanks,” I said as the large door hissed open.

Then the three of us stepped into the station’s harbor.

During my tour with the Jupiter Marines, I had been to a few stations. But during all of those instances, the structures were either owned by our military, or we’d dock in a special military harbor away from civilians, or the stations had been very small. I was a bit unprepared for the sights, smells, and visual chaos that awaited us inside of the Queen’s Hat harbor. I let out a breath of amazement and stood still for a few moments to take it all in.

It was as if I had stepped inside an anthill, only the ants were people, wearing bright clothes and moving along platforms that stretched like chaotic ladder rungs across the cavern of the harbor. There must have been twenty levels to the station, and while the traffic wasn’t as dense as it had been in the megacity of Trappist-1e, people also were moving on the platforms above and below us. It created a vertical sensation of chaos that I wasn’t used to feeling.

The people’s clothes were a variety of colors, cuts, and styles. Some wore bulky military uniforms, others wore expensive suits which looked like something out of an ancient Renaissance play. A few were obviously cowboys and wore wide-brimmed leather hats, dusters, and boots as they escorted herds of shaggy cattle across the platform. Several people walked around in powersuits that allowed them to bear thousands of kilos in their arms. Many wore matching crew uniforms of various design, and they laughed together as they walked

Holographic and screen banner ads decorated any free space of the harbor. The advertisements all tried to scream over each other, and the crowd, in a dozen different languages.

The place was loud. It was as loud as the storms on Jupiter, and I wanted to cover my ears. I saw Z open her mouth, but I couldn’t hear her speak, so I gestured toward the large green booth twenty meters in front of us, and we cut our way through the flow of traffic. The booth had a roof that said Harbor Clerk Office 450-B, and the structure helped dampen the noise once we stood under it.

“We’ll get used to it,” I said to my friends.

“I fucking hope so. Damn,” Z winced and then gestured to one of the terminals next to us. “Let me download a map of the station and copy it to our transponders.”

Z pulled the cord out of her belt, plugged one end into her skull, and then plugged the other end into the data terminal. It took her a few minutes to upload the data map to each of our transponders, and I used the time to people watch. Eve seemed to be doing the same, and the beautiful woman’s smile warmed my heart.

So many people. Not all of them are good, but most are. It makes me happy to walk amongst them. I am forever grateful that you saved me, protected me, and cared for me.

“You were the one who saved me,” I said, and I realized that I was scratching my neck where my explosive control collar had once been.

“I’ve updated your transponders with a map of the station,” Z said as she handed them back to us. A few other people were using the other info terminals or talking to the green uniformed clerks, but we still stepped closer to each other so that there wouldn’t be a chance someone would eavesdrop.

“I’ve labeled your maps, so you know where Persephone is. We can exchange our rhodium for R-credits at the bank. There are almost a hundred in the station. Closest one is here,” Z said as she pointed at the flashing yellow dot on her opened transponder map.

“R-credits?” Eve asked.

“Jatal steered us to the right place. Rhodium makes this place run. The currency and trade of this station seem to be based around the metal. I don’t know what the exchange rates are, but we’ll find out in a few minutes. We need to take the B tube down three stops. The entrance is over there.” The hacker nodded her head down the long platform, and I could see the traffic was flowing in the direction.

“Let’s go,” I said, and we moved out of the booth and into the multicolored flow of traffic. It was a five-minute walk to the nearest tube entrance, and we elbowed our way through the throng, getting on so that we could have a somewhat secluded spot.

“I am not used to being around so many people,” Eve said once we found our spot on the transit pod.

“Me either, honestly,” Z said as she crossed her arms over her chest and shot a dirty looking group of miners a frown. The men were gawking at us, and as soon as they saw us notice them, they turned to whisper to themselves. I could have heard them if there weren’t eighty other people in our car also whispering private conversations.

Our group had gotten a bunch of mixed looks while walking. There were plenty of women wearing outfits similar to Eve, or even more risqué, but the dark-haired beauty seemed to have a ten-meter aura of attraction around her, and I lost count of the number of men and women who had stared at her with desire. Then they noticed Z, and I saw them also appreciate the blonde woman’s appearance. Finally, the spectators would look at me, and they either glanced away quickly or smirked at me with a nod of approval.

“How about you?” Z asked as she elbowed me in the stomach.

“Huh?” I asked. My head had been spinning, and it felt like my consciousness was floating a meter above my head. It was starvation, and I really wanted to lie down somewhere and close my eyes.

“Ahh, never mind,” Z sighed. “This is our stop. We’ll make a left when we get out, walk sixty meters, and the bank should be on our right.”

“Got it,” I said as the transit pod came to a stop.

We pushed out through the throng of multi-colored people, made our left, and walked up the street toward where Z said the bank would be. The Avenue looked like it could have been found in any city on a moon or planet. Most stations chose to keep all their surfaces made of the dura-steel or other high polished material that would last through endless space abuse, but this street actually had stone-like cobblestones, gutters, and smooth concrete sidewalks. People actually rode old fashioned bicycles past us, and I almost did a double take when a horse-drawn carriage passed us.

As we walked, I kept looking up at the sky to confirm that we were, in fact, in a station.

“Everyone is dressed so weirdly. It’s like the old Earth movies about Europe in the 1800s,” Z whispered as she nodded to the women wearing elaborate dresses with tight corsets and billowing skirts. The streets here were much less busy than the harbor area, but there were still enough citizens walking by to make for interesting people watching.

“I like their clothes,” Eve said as she smiled at the women. The group had been looking at us, but when they saw Eve glance in their direction, they turned their heads, whispered amongst themselves, and continued on their way.

“Of course you do. It’s what a vampire would wear,” the hacker said with a chuckle.

“It is?” Eve asked.

“Fuck yeah. A black one, with a low cut to show off your perfect boobs. Then you need dark red lipstick. The guys will go crazy. Ha!” Z chuckled, but her face paled, and she stopped walking.

“You okay?” I asked as I reached out to hold onto her shoulder.

“Yeah. Really fucking hungry. Sorry,” Z blinked and wiped tears from her eyes.

“Don’t apologize. We’ll get some food in a minute. The first place we can find,” I said as I wrapped her arm around mine so she could lean on me.

“That has steak. First place that has steak. I’ve been dreaming about it for a month.”

“But we have only been in hyperspace for seventeen days,” Eve pointed out.

“Oh, I know, but I hadn’t grabbed a good job in almost a month before Adam hired me. Me and…” she paused and swallowed painfully. “Well, I’d been living off of cheap tofu and noodles for a while. The barbecue at Cynthia’s place was the nicest meal I think I’ve ever eaten. Well, until I ate the leftovers with you two on Persephone. I’m just excited about a big ol’ Porterhouse. I’ve never had one.”

“This looks like the place,” I said as we came to the building with Section B Bank and Currency Exchange printed on the glass of the front doors. The building was built of gray brick, and it made me feel as if I’d stepped into a backwater planet’s bank, instead of a giant space station that was home to millions of people.

The interior was a bit more modern than the exterior had led me to believe. In the center of the main room were a trio of green velvet couches with arched backs squatting around a decorative coffee table. On the left side were stained glass walls separating private office rooms. On the right side was the line to visit the tellers for daily banking business.

The counter where the half dozen tellers stood was still made of seasoned brick, but the clerks behind the counter wore holographic imagery glasses that could scroll financial stats for them, and their terminals looked like the latest tech. There were also smooth metal walls that streamed various real estate and employment ads in a variety of languages.

The line wasn’t long, only five people, and the three of us were soon standing in front of a woman with straight black hair and wide set eyes.

“What can I help you with?” she asked.

“We are looking to convert rhodium, Nora,” I said after I read her polished name tag. The three of us were standing in front of the window, and Z was leaning into me so that she could split the window. I guessed she was a little excited about the process of getting money.

“How much will you be converting?”

“Should be around eighty grams,” I said as I handed her the plastic bag.

“I’ll weigh it real quick,” Nora said as she pushed the bag into a small glass cube device. Within a few seconds, the machine had sucked all of the polished gray dust out of the bag and was feeding the numbers to the teller’s visual feed.

“Says 83.4 grams. So, after our conversion fee that will be 80,345 R-credits. Do you have an account with us? Or do you have a card you want me to put that on?”

“Can you give us a card that can hold the funds? I’m not sure we’ll need an account,” I said.

“Sure, give me a moment. You just want one card? If you open an account, I can issue three cards that can pull from the--”

“One card is fine,” I said.

“I would really recommend an account,” the woman said. “It’s quite a bit of R-credits, and if I don’t have it linked to an account, someone could steal it from you.”

“Okay, how long will it take to set up an account?” I asked.

“About half an hour, we’ll need some identification and--”

“We’ll be fine with just the one card with all the R-credits on it,” I said hastily.

“Very well, I’ll--”

“Hey, Nora,” Z interrupted. “How much is a steak around here?”

“A steak?” the teller asked with confusion.

“Yeah. Like a big one. From a nice restaurant.”

“In District B, you are talking Goodman’s. It is a kilometer down the road on the tube side,” Nora said as she nodded the direction we had been walking. “It’s about thirty or forty for their largest one, but I’ve only eaten there a few times. On my birthday.”

“Forty R-credits?” Z asked, and it looked like her blue eyes lost their focus. “And we are getting 80,000?”

“80,345,” Nora clarified.

“Okay. Thank you.” The hacker was actually panting, and she wiped her lips with the back of her hand.

“I’ll set up the card. One moment please,” the teller said as she reached for a piece of plastic from under her counter.

I glanced at Z, and it looked like the woman was about to burst open with joy. Then I glanced to Eve, and the vampire gave me a half-smile.

This is good, Adam. We should be able to buy a nice meal, plenty of food for Jatal and us, and then hire an engineer and pilot.

I nodded at Eve and then turned back to watch Nora work. She inserted the plastic card into the slot at her terminal, keyed a few buttons, and then handed us the card with a big smile. “There you go, don’t spend it all in one place.”

“Thanks,” I said as I reached for the card, and I saw that my hands were trembling a bit. Fuck, I needed to eat.

My fingers had just pinched the card, and then I felt the wave of air hit the back of my skull a fraction of a moment before I heard the gunshot.

“This is a fucking stick up! Everyone get your goddamn hands in the air!”

I spun around to see four men and one woman standing in the lobby of the bank. They each wore bright red handkerchiefs over their foreheads and mouths to disguise themselves. They wore tall felt fedoras, black armor vests, and jeans with leather chaps. They were all armed, but the weapons were double barrel shotguns that looked to be made from narrow diameter pipes.

“We’ll be taking all your rhodium, jewelry, cash, and cards!” another robber shouted, and the group stepped toward the line with their weapons raised.

“You’ve got to be fucking kidding me,” Z moaned under her breath as she raised her hands. “We just got paid, and now we are gonna get robbed by these jackasses?”

Then one of the robbers shot a teller in the face, and the man’s head exploded in a spray of brains.
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Zeta Hack - Chapter 2

Everyone but Z, Eve, and I screamed when the robber killed the bank teller, and they all fell to their knees and covered their heads with their arms. There were six employees behind the counter, two that I saw peering out of the stained glass windows of their offices, and another eight customers. Our teller window sat on the other side of the building from the exit door, and there was about fifteen meters of space between us and the gunman who just murdered the teller.

“Get your hands up! I’m not gonna say it again,” the man who fired his shotgun into the ceiling screeched as he jumped up on the counter of the bank.

“Stash the card!” Z hissed to me as she slowly lowered herself to her knees.

Eve was following the hacker’s example and was also mid kneel, and I moved to push the card into one of my jacket pockets. My motion caught the attention of one of the robbers, and they dashed toward me with their makeshift shotgun pointed at me.

His gun is unloaded. They didn’t trust him to actually carry a gun with shells. The other four have ammo though.

Eve’s words came to my mind a few moments before the man reached me, and I tried to force my shoulders to relax when he jabbed my chest with his shotgun.

“What did you do? Why did you move your hand?” the man demanded as he pushed his weapon into my chest again.

“Sorry,” I said as I raised my left hand again.

If the man searched my vest, he’d find the card, and I honestly didn’t know what my reaction would be if he tried to take it. I had no doubt I could dispatch him with ease, even if his weapon were loaded, but there was virtually no cover between the other robbers and me. The rest of them would all blast me with their shotgun, and I doubted I’d live through the experience.

“What did you put in your pocket, eh?” He demanded as he tapped his weapon into my chest again.

“I didn’t put anything in my pocket,” I said as I stared into the man’s eyes. “Just rob your bank and be on your way.”

“I saw you put something in your pocket!” I could tell the man’s adrenaline was surging, and his eyes looked all sorts of insane. Yep. This was definitely the kind of guy that you didn’t want to give a loaded weapon to.

“No, you are--”

“Don’t fucking tell me what I did or didn’t see!” He raised the gun from my chest and pointed the barrels in my face.

It wasn’t loaded, but it still didn’t matter to the animal that raged in my stomach. It only knew the most carnal of emotions, and it was demanding that I rip the man’s head from his chest.

Or it would take control and do it for us.

Adam, please do not change. There are cameras everywhere.

“Pull it out of your pocket. Slow like,” the man hissed at me as he pushed his empty gun into my cheek hard enough to push my head around.

“Hey, what the fuck are you doing?” The woman in the crew had walked over to us, and I could see her holding a bunch of R-credit cards in the hand that wasn’t gripping her shotgun.

Her gun is loaded, but she has never been in a gunfight. She is the leader’s woman.

“He put something in his pocket. I think it was a card.”

“He’s mistaken,” I tried to say as calmly as I could, but the tiger was clawing in my stomach, and my starvation was making it hard for me to resist its power. It wanted to kill these fools and feast on their dying cries.

“Looks like you are lying,” the woman said as she put the R-credit cards in her vest pocket.

“He’s not lying. Look, just rob the bank and leave us alone. We don’t want any trouble,” Z said from her spot on the floor.

“We are calling the shots here, bitch!” the woman bandit said a moment before her arm whipped out to backhand my friend.

The beast screamed, and my vision blended with yellow, red, and all shades of hatred.

The man still pointed his empty shotgun at my temple. I reached up with my left hand to grab the barrel and twist it away. His eyes opened wide with surprise when I pulled away his weapon, but then they almost exploded out of his skull when I drove my right fist into his stomach. My hit lifted his feet off the ground, and I felt a bunch of popping come from inside of his body.

The woman saw me move, but she turned in slow motion, and my right hand blocked her shotgun from aiming at me. The robber that I probably killed had let go of his empty shotgun, and I swung it around to hit the woman in the head with the stock of the weapon. Her skull exploded like a rotten tomato, and I yanked her loaded shotgun out of her dead hands before she could drop it.

The robbers were screaming, the crowd was screaming, Z was screaming, and the monster that lived in my soul was screaming. I could feel my spine shifting and my muscles elongating. I didn’t want to change, I didn’t want the security cameras to see me, but my human logic was fighting against a hungry beast that had just seen one of his women get hurt.

The monster in my DNA filled my mind. It needed to kill and feed.

I flipped the makeshift double-barrel shotgun around in my grip, dropped the empty shotgun, and clutched the front vest of the woman whose skull I’d obliterated with my left hand.

But it was now my left paw.

The other three robbers were turning toward us, and I shuffled to the left a few steps so I stood between my two friends and the closest shotgun wielding man. I expected him to fire, and I raised the woman’s dead body with a hope that it would soak up most of the buckshot. His weapon went off, and I felt a few of the metal pellets rip into the flesh shield I carried. None of them penetrated her body to hurt me, and I raised my newly acquired weapon to aim at the man.

He was the one who had killed the teller, and my spray of buckshot caused the front of his chest and face to erupt in a spray of crimson. The robber tumbled back against the counter of the bank as everyone screamed, and I twisted the shotgun to my right so that I could hit one of the remaining two men.

They both fired their weapons, and I shifted the woman’s corpse over my chest to catch the buckshot. I felt a few pellets rip through the woman and smack into the plates of my jacket, but none of them penetrated the armor.

My replying shot hit the closest man on my right, and he shouted with dismay as he fell. He managed to pull the second trigger on his shotgun, but his arms jerked up as if attached to a string, and the blast peppered the ceiling of the bank.

The last robber standing realized that I was out of shots, and he was taking his time with his aim. The man stood about twelve meters away from me, so I whipped my right arm back and threw my empty shotgun at the man. The weapon spun in the air and actually looked as if it was going to miss the man, but then it kind of bent its trajectory and smacked him full in the chest. Its impact caused his own weapon to flinch upward, and his shot passed a good three meters over my head.

“Fucking freak!” he screamed as he cracked open the action of his weapon. The two empty shells popped out of the makeshift barrels, and he reached into the pocket of his jacket to grab two more.

But I was already sprinting toward him, and I felt my face complete its shift into its tiger form.

There was no pain during this shift, and the small, human part of my brain riding in the backseat wondered if the lack of pain meant that the control over my shifts was starting to slip.

Then I didn’t care, my teeth were at the man’s throat, and I felt his scream resonate through my mouth as I crushed his esophagus in my jaws. His hot blood filled my mouth, and it tasted like sweet vengeance. My vision blurred for half a moment, and instead of killing some random faceless robber, I was devouring the blond scientist who had spent years experimenting on me.

The robber’s scream cut off with a wet gurgle, and I twisted my neck away to tear out the front half of his neck. Hot blood sprayed over my hair, face, and upper chest, but I didn’t care. The liquid tasted delicious, and I wanted to drink from it until my stomach was full.

My ears filled with the sound of a thousand atmospheric engines firing, and I felt my chest vibrate with the air coming from my lungs.

It was my roar.

Adam.

I ignored the voice in my head and looked down at the blood soaked corpse at my feet. I was so hungry. This man had plenty of flesh, and I would devour his body before consuming the rest of any who would stand in my way.

Adam! Stop!

My body froze with an unseen power. I snarled against my invisible prison and tried to rip free by pushing with my legs. That didn’t work, so I tried to move my arms and cut free with my claws. It was as if I was wrapped in a cocoon of titanium, and I felt my chest begin to constrict with pressure.

Adam, please find yourself. Fight the beast. Come back to us. We must escape this place. We need to be free.

Part of me knew the woman who spoke in my mind, but that part of my consciousness didn’t care enough to bother responding to her. I wanted to break free of these bonds. I had to fight. I needed to eat, then kill, then eat, then fuck, kill, eat until I was master of my territory.

You are a man. Not an animal.

You are an honorable man. Not a mindless beast. Come back to me. We need you, Adam. I love you, and you love me. Please remember.

There was a human standing in front of me, and my vision focused on the pale soft creature. It was female, with long dark hair, cream skin, red eyes, and aggressive looking fangs. My anger suddenly defused, and I remembered her name.

Eve.

“What?” I gasped as the monster retreated into my stomach. It was still mad and wanted to kill, but it loved Eve as much as I did. It knew she was just as powerful and dangerous.

“Welcome back,” she whispered with a smile. “Now we must run.”

“Yeah,” I said as I looked around. The robbers were all sorts of dead, and the floor of the bank was splattered with gallons of blood.

A lot of it was covering me too.

“Hey, you! Nora!” I heard Z shout, and I turned around to see the hacker grabbing the front of the teller’s uniform. “This security system on a closed circuit? Or does it stream somewhere?”

“Uhhh,” the woman started to say, but she couldn’t turn her head from me, and it was obvious that she was terrified.

“Don’t worry about him. He just saved your damn life, but they are going to throw us out of the airlock. We need to hack your video systems. Where is the room?”

“Back here,” Nora said as she pointed in the back room. “We’ve already triggered the alarms though. Security will be here in a few minutes.”

“Wait here for half a minute,” Z said to us. “I’ll see what I can do. Get ready to run.”

“Understood,” I said with a nod.

Z made a surprisingly athletic leap over the bank counter and then dashed into the back room of the bank. The employees looked up from their prone positions on the ground, but no one moved to stop her.

“Shit’s got a remote feed! Damn it!” she shouted fifteen seconds later. “I’m gonna try something super shady.”

“Let us move to the front door,” Eve whispered to me as she tugged on my arm. Then the beautiful woman raised her voice and spoke to the crowd. “We apologize for the violence. You all saw what happened. My friend had little choice but to defend us.” No one but Nora looked at us as we spoke, but the teller gave us a small smile and wave before we turned to the door.

“Go! Go! Go!” I heard Z shout, and Eve pulled me out the door of the bank.

We stepped into the street, and dozens of people turned to gawk at me. No one screamed, fortunately, but their mouths hung open with a mixture of surprise and horror.

“This way,” Z said as she yanked on Eve’s right arm, and the vampire yanked on mine.

“What did you do to their computer?” I wheezed.

“I put a chaser virus that has a mission to delete their video stores on their server. It will either work awesomely, and delete the last hour of their video, or it will work terribly, and delete all the info on their server.”

“Those are the only two options? It will not simply be ineffective?” Eve asked as she looked over her shoulder behind us.

“Nope.” Z shrugged. “It’s not an elegant virus. Anyway, I think we need to get some food, buy some supplies, and then hire an engineer in the next five minutes so we can get the hell out of here. If they don’t throw Adam out of the airlock for killing those assholes, they are definitely going to do it to me for hacking their security footage.”

“Where is the closest--” I started to say, but I was suddenly dizzy, and I felt the street spin vertically as if I was doing a cartwheel.

“Whoa! Hold on kitty-boy,” I heard Z say, but it sounded like she was shouting at me from fifty meters away.

“He needs to eat,” Eve whispered.

“No shit. I’d imagine that turning into a walking tiger might burn a few calories. How are we going to take him anywhere? He’s covered in blood. Oh, and he looks like a giant walking tiger.”

“Adam, can you shift back into your human form?” I heard Eve ask, but it sounded like I was swimming underwater.

Damn. I was so tired. Or was it hungry? Maybe it was both.

“Yeahhhhhh,” slurred my words and relaxed my thoughts. I’d never been to Earth, but I’d seen videos of the oceans there, and I pictured a pristine beach with turquoise waves massaging the shore in a singsong voice.

I was swimming in the water. It was so warm and comforting. I just wanted to sleep in the sun and never wake up.

But I knew my friends needed me. This was just hunger. I could deal. This was just exhaustion. I could push through it. I wasn’t going to leave my friends to take care of me. I was the one who protected them. I clenched my jaw and fought against the warm hold on my fuzzy mind.

“I’m okay,” I said as I fought against a yawn. “Where are we?” I looked around and realized we weren’t on the main street.

“We dragged you into an alley a block or so from the bank, but we really need to get moving,” Z said as she looked over her shoulder.

“Your jacket is covered with blood,” Eve said as she helped me stand. “I believe you should throw it in the trash, and then we can walk to a bathroom to wash your face. They will be looking for us, and we should travel on the tube for a distance before we find a place to eat.”

“Sounds like a good plan,” I said as I pulled off my jacket. It was the one I’d been issued by the scientists who experimented on me. It had sleeves which could be removed to become a vest, and most of the garment concealed armored plates. The armor had been through hell and was in need of replacing, but part of me didn’t want to let it go.

“Wipe your face off with the inside,” Eve said as she helped me try to clean the blood off my chin. She shook her head once we finished and then tossed the jacket into a metal trash bin that occupied the alley with us. “You will need to go to a bathroom with a mirror.”

“Ahh I forgot the R-credit ca--” I started to say, but Z interrupted me.

“I took it from your vest when you fell. Let’s get going. I’ll poke my head out of the alley first.”

The blonde woman sprinted to the end of the alley and leaned against the corner to check the street. She beckoned for us to move forward, but the toes of my boots kept scraping against the cobblestones, and Eve had to help me walk.

“There is a public restroom two hundred meters down this way.” Z pointed in a direction that I guessed was away from the bank. In fact, this street was paved with concrete instead of cobblestones, so I knew it was a different avenue than the street with the bank.

“Let us continue,” Eve said as we stepped into the street.

Z moved under my other arm, and the two women tugged me down the sidewalk toward the bathroom. There were fewer people here than on the other street, and the only people who looked at us gave us the kind of eye roll one gives for public drunkenness.

I heard the scream of a siren behind us.

“Fuck,” Z groaned. “Thought we’d have more time. We need to get out of here. I definitely don’t want to see Adam thrown out of an airlock, he’ll probably come back all fucking angry and kill everyone in the station.”

“I’m sorry. My legs are having problems.” I hated saying the words. I didn’t want to be weak. I needed to protect my friends, but they were often nursing me back to health.

“We are family, Adam. One cannot carry all the weight. Sometimes each of us will grow tired, and we will need help. You are not less of a man because you need us to care for you.”

“Yeah, Captain. You just killed five robber assholes with two shots. Don’t worry, I think you are a fucking badass.”

“Ha, thanks,” I said, but then I missed one of my steps and almost fell on her.

“Whoops!” she said as she pushed back on me. “Here is the bathroom.” We took ten more steps into the entrance marked by the flashing blue icon. There was a hallway, then a door for each sex. They pulled me into the women’s one, and I didn’t argue.

“I’ll watch the entrance if you can clean him up,” Z said.

“That is fine. Perhaps you can find a way over to a street further away?”

“That’s moving away from the tube though.”

“True, but also away from the security team attempting to find us,” Eve said as she leaned me against the long sink which ran the length of the tile bathroom.

“I’ll look for one,” Z replied, and then she stepped out of the door.

Eve ran some paper towels under the faucet and began to wipe my face. The water was cool, and the sensation made me wake up a bit. I knew the reprieve would be fleeting. I always needed to sleep after I changed back into my human form, and the starvation wasn’t helping my willpower.

“We will get through this. It is nothing compared to what we have already overcome,” Eve said with a big wide smile.

“You always have a positive outlook,” I grunted and lifted my chin up so she could wipe the towel across my neck. I wanted to help her, but I felt like I would fall if I took my hands off the counter.

Then my shoulders started shaking, and my vision started to spin.

“I have you,” I heard Eve whisper in my ear, and I felt her arms around me. She was warm, and her embrace made my eyes close.

“Bad news, we have ten armored guards walking this way. Good news is that there is another door at the end of the hallway. I popped it open, and it leads into the depths of the station. I don’t know how long it goes, but I can lock it behind us.”

“That is a good plan. Can you help me lift Adam?”

“Yeah,” I heard Z say, and I felt her hands grab my other shoulder. I tried to help them by pushing off the bathroom floor with my feet, but I couldn’t put any strength into the movement.

I hardly had enough strength to keep my eyes open.

“Here is the door,” I heard Z say. “I’ll lock it after--” there was a whistle in the distance, and Z spat a colorful curse.

“Hurry, we must pull him into this room,” Eve said.

“They have whistles? Who has whistles? It is ridiculous--”

“Z! Please close the door!”

“Got it! Closed!”

I felt my shoulder fall into something soft, and the blackness behind my eyes began to spin like a deep dark whirlpool diving into an even darker sea.

“Fuck, they saw us. What do we do?”

I heard voices shout in the distance, and I heard Z shout back. Then I heard pounding on a metal surface that I guessed was our door.

I wanted to get up, I wanted to run, I didn’t want to get caught, but I didn’t have the energy to even open my eyes.

Sleep finally took me.
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Zeta Hack - Chapter 3

“How long is he going to sleep?”

“I don’t know, Ma’am. It appears to be something akin to a hibernation state. His heart rate and brain activity are much lower than a normal human.”

“You sure he isn’t dead?”

“He isn’t dead. Just in a deep sleep.”

There were two voices: a woman had asked the first question, and a man was answering. Their voices were enough to pull me from my sleep, but instead of the words I meant to speak, a long moan came out.

“Looks like he’s awake,” the man said.

“Weee arr frrreenndds?” I said. My tongue didn’t want to work, and neither did my eyelids.

“Good. I want to talk to him,” the woman said.

“Don’t think he’s going to be doing much talking,” the man said.

I finally muscled my eyelids up so that I could take in my surroundings. I was in a hospital room, and there were dozens of computers connected to my body via tubes attached to my arms and chest.

My eyes focused on the man. He was tall, lean, and his hair was buzzed close to his scalp in military fashion. His features were sharp, and he looked slightly bored. He wore a white coat and held a datapad in his hand.

The woman was more interesting. She had a long mane of red hair. It was tied tight against her skull under a beret, but the back was loose, and the fall of hair was like a curly flame descending her back. She wore a uniform of black, but there was white and silver trim on the shoulders and seams. The outfit was tight around her body and the styling reminded me of the other Victorian costumes outfits I saw earlier on the street.

“Good morning, Adam.” The woman smiled, but the expression wasn’t exactly friendly.

I was handcuffed to the hospital bed.

“Good morning,” I replied after I moved my lips a few times to get them warmed up. “I’m not floating outside of the station.”

“Ha,” she grunted and shook her head. “No. Not yet, at least.”

“Where are my friends?” I asked as I tried to sit up in the chair. The handcuffs were too tight, though, and I just pulled at them ineffectively.

“They are okay. For now.” The woman turned to the man in the doctor’s uniform. “Leave us.”

The man nodded and then pivoted on the balls of his feet. He exited my room, and I saw that the door he opened was probably fifteen inches of thick solid metal. Beyond the doorway was a hallway lined with steel bars. I was in jail, and I felt the beast inside of my stomach begin to growl.

The door closed, and the redhead in the sexy uniform stretched out a leg to hook on a stool. The seat slid across the tile floor, bounced off my bed, and then she sat on it.

“You smoke?” she asked as she reached into her pocket.

“Been a while,” I admitted. The practice was common in the Jupiter Marines, and everyone in the Yakuza did, but my habit had stopped once I was imprisoned, and I’d never really craved a cigarette since.

“Hmmm,” she fixed her green eyes on me as she put one in her mouth. She lit it with an old-fashioned match, puffed a few clouds of smoke out of her nose, and then pulled it from her lips with a pinch of her gloved fingers. I thought she was going to offer me one, but she just stared into my eyes for a few moments.

“You’ve violated our laws,” she finally said. Then she took another inhale of her smoke. The tobacco smelled high quality, but I wasn’t feeling any pangs of desire.

“I’m not dead, so what do you need?” I asked.

“You think I need something from you?” she raised an eyebrow.

“Now I’m starting to think you like playing games.”

“Ha.” She shook her head, and a half smile came to her lips. “I think I like you, Adam. Where are you from?”

“All over,” I replied. I didn’t feel hungry, and I wondered if part of their treatment had forced nutrients into my stomach.

“Your accent sounds like it’s from the Sol System. I’m going to guess Jupiter or Saturn.”

“You’ve been there?” I asked.

“Am I correct?”

“As I said, I’ve been around.”

The woman stared at me for a few moments and then took another hit from her smoke.

“Interesting ship you’ve got.”

“Yep,” I replied.

“Where did you get it?”

“She found us,” I smirked and started to wonder what Eve and Z had told the woman.

“Hmmm. That sounds awful close to piracy.”

“I think you know I’m not a pirate,” I said to her.

“No, but your friends weren’t very forthcoming with information.”

“They are here?” I asked, and the woman just chuckled.

“I’d like to offer you a deal,” she changed the subject.

I considered giving her a smart ass response, but I figured that the woman had probably gotten plenty of those from Z, so I didn’t say anything. The redhead was waiting for my response, but when I didn’t answer she continued.

“Your friend with the data port in her skull did quite a number on our surveillance files, so I wasn’t able to see exactly how you dealt with the robbers, but the eyewitness testimony was convincing enough. You’re ex-military. I’m going to guess some sort of special ops from Sol. The people you killed weren’t exactly skilled, but you did it quickly, without your own firearm.”

“That what the witnesses said?” I asked.

“They said many things. Some of them didn’t make a lot of sense.” The woman’s smile faded. “I need some trash taken out. It involves going to some places in the station where my team isn’t exactly welcome.”

“Sounds like a hit job,” I said.

“It’s hard work maintaining a station this size. Most of our population are miners. Queen’s Hat sits between a dozen different rhodium mining locations. It was originally crafted by the Nebula Gammon company for mining, but a union strike and work uprising kicked them out eighty or so years ago. Since then, the station has worked as a Parliamentary Democracy.” The woman took another puff from her cigarette and then gestured through the smoke with her fingers. “The issue with democracy is that people are stupid. They give in to their addictions, their desires, and their fear. Nebula Gammon didn’t have to deal with the repercussions, since they punished such criminal activity via airlock.”

“I see,” I said, and I resisted the urge to point out that the woman smoking in front of me was lecturing about people giving in to their addictions.

“The laws allow the sale of drugs and weapons. The situation has created a dark underbelly to the station. I’m not able to remove our cancer through official means, and it is starting to become a problem in the district I manage. For a while, I feared I was just incompetent, since the crime rate in my district is much higher than the others, and I couldn’t make headway. All of my peers responsible for maintaining order in the other districts don’t seem to have a problem, and their advice to me was next to useless. I’ve recently found out that they are all hiring muscle outside of their official capacity.”

“That must have been a frustrating discovery,” I said.

“Quite the opposite. I am elated, and I intend to make use of their strategy.”

“I get it,” I said with a nod. “I’m not sure we are the best choice though.”

“Oh?” she raised an eyebrow.

“We were just passing through. Our intent was to trade our rhodium, buy some food, take on some crew, and then return to the mining community that hired us with the food. We aren’t killers, just traders.”

“Hmmm.” The woman nodded her head and squinted at me a bit. “I don’t have much use for traders at the moment.”

I held her eyes and felt the beast inside of me growl with frustration.

“What else are you offering?” I asked. “I am in a bit of a hurry to finish my mission.”

“The obvious boon I’m offering you is your life. You should be thanking me.”

“Thank you for not throwing me out the airlock,” I growled through a smile. “Those bank robbers definitely deserved to live, and I was in the wrong for killing them.”

“That’s better. I think we’ll have a great working relationship, Adam.” The woman’s mouth matched my smile. She was quite beautiful, but I really wanted to rip free of my handcuffs and break her perfect teeth.

“I’m all about following orders, but my original question still stands. If you want me to be enthusiastic, my team and I need to see compensation and an end to our term.”

“Your team?” she asked with a raised eyebrow.

“Yeah. My two friends.”

“Hmmm. Perhaps we should speak about the jobs I have in mind before we talk about the future.” The woman pulled out a small black cylinder and pointed it at the far wall of my hospital room. The wall became a screen, and I saw a picture of a handsome man with dark hair and a waxed mustache.

“Do you know this man?” she asked.

“Never seen him before.”

“Good. His name is Huyan Kar. He owns three of the five clubs in District B.”

“What do you mean by ‘clubs’?” I asked.

“Places to drink and dance. I am not surprised by your question. You don’t look like you are much of a dancer,” she said with a chuckle.

“No. I’m not.”

“Huyan is connected to this man,” the redhead said as she changed the image in the wall.

The new picture showed a skinny bald man in a Victorian-looking suit. He held a top hat in his hands and looked to be glaring in the direction of the camera. He wasn’t a good looking man, and the scars across the left side of his face weren’t helping. It looked like he’d gotten into a knife fight.

“Byron Jacobs. We know he runs a bunch of gambling rings. He also has a protection racket.”

“I’m surprised you haven’t arrested him,” I said.

“Knowing someone is a criminal, and having enough legal proof to throw them out of the airlock are different things,” she sighed. “If I had my way, I’d just round them all up and use one bullet, but alas, my hands are tied.” The woman held a pointer finger up to the side of her skull and made a popping motion with her hand.

“But my hands aren’t tied?” I smirked.

“Nope, but killing these two isn’t really what I want. I have a bigger fish. Here,” the uniformed woman said as she flicked to the next picture. It was a regal looking blonde woman dressed in a fancy Victorian-looking dress cut low enough to show both hemispheres of her breasts.

“This is Izetta Baccala. She’s the trophy wife of the parliament member who represents District B.”

“So your boss’ wife?” I grunted.

“You could say that, but I firmly believe she is the mastermind of a current criminal organization here. They are dealing in drugs, weapons, and flesh. Izetta has spies in my organization, then she coordinates with Huyan and Byron so that her hands are clean. I’m not sure how involved Senator Baccala is with all of this, but I’d be extremely happy to connect him with something.”

“You are confident that Izetta is running the group?” I asked.

“I’m confident enough to tell you she is, but not enough to arrest her. I have plenty of evidence, but none of it can be used within a legal process that would result in me pushing her out an airlock.” The redhead took the last pull from her cigarette, pursed her lips, and then slowly pushed out a stream of smoke while she held my eyes. “That’s your job.”

“Get the evidence? Or push her out the airlock?” I asked.

“I prefer the former, but the latter might still appease me enough to consider you having repaid society.”

“How do you think I can do this?” This was a really stinky deal, and it felt like someone was ordering me to dig the grave they intended to bury me in. I had no doubt I’d get arrested for killing any of the three people she showed me. Then this woman could just execute me and tell her superiors that the case was closed.

I really wished Eve was here so she could tell me what this woman was thinking.

“You can start by working for Huyan or Byron. Then you can keep your ears open for anything having to do with Izetta. I’ll give you a wire, you record some conversations, and then we are done. After I have all the evidence on Izetta, I’ll want you to put an end to Huyan and Byron.”

“You think these men will just hire me?” I scoffed.

“They hire muscle frequently. You’ll just need to apply.”

“Then my friends and I can go free?” I asked.

“Of course,” the woman said as she flicked the filter end of her cigarette. It spun through the air and landed in a trash can a good two meters from where she sat. “These are criminals. Parasites who feed on the citizens of Queen’s Hat. The group you killed in the bank were working for Byron. They all deserve to be eradicated, but my hands are tied with a mountain of red tape, and I don’t want anyone to know who I am investigating.”

“What is the pay?” I asked as I pulled my arms against the handcuffs a bit to test their tension.

“I think you are misunderstanding my offer.” The woman crossed her arms and stared at me with cold green eyes.

“I think you are misunderstanding how much I dislike being enslaved,” I growled.

We stared at each other for almost half a minute. The pretty woman finally smiled and nodded.

“I suppose I could allocate some budget for this. I’ll give you two thousand up front so you can work your way into their graces. Then I’ll give you ten thousand when you’ve delivered me the correct recordings of Izetta. Oh, I’ll also give you back your card here,” she said as she pulled the R-credit card out of her suit pocket. “You really should get this tied to an account. I could just spend this all, and no one would ask any questions.” The woman turned from the piece of plastic and bore her green eyes into mine. “Any reason you didn’t want to get an account set up?”

“No reason, we planned on making our stay short,” I said carefully.

“Ahh. Makes sense then. Do you know anything about tigers?” she asked as she slipped my R-credit card back in her pocket.

“Tigers?” I asked after I swallowed.

“It’s really too bad that I don’t have the security footage of the bank. There were all sorts of interesting eyewitness accounts about the robbery. They sound a bit strange, but I don’t have the footage, so I’m left to imagine the scene as they have described.”

“I don’t know anything about that,” I said as I looked at my arms. “You mind taking these cuffs off?”

“Do you agree to work with me?” she asked.

“Yeah. We don’t mind helping people, but we are in a hurry. I’ll get my friends, you can give us the starting money, and we’ll--”

“Ahhh. See that will be a problem,” the woman tsked and shook her head.

“What will be a--”

“I’ve dealt with your kind plenty of times.” She frowned.

“My kind?”

“Yes. Criminals. You all can’t be trusted. If I let the three of you go, you’ll just jump on that fancy spaceship of yours and blast off. It would make me quite sad.”

“No, I gave my word I would help you. I understand that I violated your laws, I don’t want to--” I began to say, but the woman raised a gloved hand and cut me off.

“No. I’m still not convinced you won’t leave either of them behind and run. You’ll need to do this yourself.”

“If you want results, I need my friends. We won’t leave.” I was doing my best to control my anger, but I guessed the woman saw my frustration.

“Results, huh?” She sighed and reached into her pocket. A second later she was lighting another cigarette with a match. Part of me wanted to plead my case again, but I could tell from her body language that she was thinking about it.

“Very well. I’ll let you take one of your women. The other one will stay here as collateral. If you don’t finish the job in a week, I’ll throw her out of the airlock and then come after you.”

“That is rather extreme,” I growled and tried to force the animal back into my stomach. I realized that the creature in my soul thought of both of my friends as my mates, and it wanted to kill this bitch for threatening them.

“I keep granting you favors, and you seem ungrateful.” The woman sighed and blew out another plume of smoke. Perhaps the movement of her lips across the cigarette might have been considered arousing, but my dislike for the redheaded woman was making it hard to have any other emotion besides rage.

“And you seem like a bitch,” I growled. “There is no need to threaten my friends or me. You’ve offered to pay me.”

“Hmmm.” She smiled and shook her head. “I always seem to end up being called a bitch. Makes me think I might have poor people skills. Yet somehow I’m in charge. Which one of your women will you take with you?”

I thought for a few moments about the task ahead. I realized that both of my friends were “hackers” in their own fashion. Eve could hack minds, and Z computers. If this were a tactical mission that involved shooting a lot of people in some sort of high security military base, Z would be the obvious choice, but this job seemed to be about winning the favor of some small time criminal bosses. Eve’s abilities would be invaluable.  I hated to leave either of them alone in prison, but I felt as if Eve might have the stronger personality, and might weather the few days of imprisonment better. Then again, she’d spent most of her life in a glass tube.

“Eve,” I said at last.

“That’s the black-haired body mod woman?” the redhead in the uniform asked between puffs of her cigarette.

“Yes,” I answered.

“I think I’ll let you have the blonde one instead. I just wanted to find out which one you liked the most. I’m not surprised. The one with the tattoos is somewhat annoying. She has no respect for authority.”

It took everything I had to keep the tiger from taking over my soul. It told me that it could break free of my bonds. It said to me that it could kill this bitch. It told me that we could be free and that no one would ever hurt my women again.

I almost believed it.

“Eve will be able to help me--”

“You’ve got a week, Adam.” The redhead uncrossed her long legs and stood from her stool. “I’ll have them bring the tattooed girl in, then you can get started. Oh, and take this.” She threw what looked like a transponder toward me. I couldn’t move my hands to catch it, so the small cylinder thudded on my chest. “I’ll expect an update every night.” She spun on her heels to walk out the door, and her red hair passed through the air like a wave of flame.

I wanted to say something that would change her mind, but every word that wanted to pour out of my mouth was a curse. I decided the best course of action was just keeping my mouth closed.

“One small detail I nearly forgot.” She turned her head to look at me as her hand touched the door handle. “You aren’t a member of my security team. No one knows you are working for me, and I’ll deny that you are. So make sure you are on your best behavior moving forward. If Huyan and Byron need you to do something to prove your loyalty, you better not get caught, or else you’ll end up right back here, lose a bunch of time, and your red-eyed sex toy will take a swim with the stars. Got it?”

“Yeah,” I spat the only word I knew I could say without making my situation worse.

“Awww. Am I making you upset? I’d be concerned, except I don’t really care about scum.”

“You care about results,” I growled.

“Ahhh, you understand now. Good boy” she said with a mocking tone. “Update me in eight hours.” Then she walked out the door, and I was alone with the beeping of the machines that were attached to my chest.

Well, I was alone except for the animal that raged within my soul.
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Zeta Hack - Chapter 4

Two guards brought Z into my room ten minutes later. She was wearing the clothes I had last seen her in as well as a pair of handcuffs around her wrists. She didn’t say anything when they unlocked the metal bands, but the malice in her blue eyes was more than apparent when she crossed her arms over her chest.

The two guards were wearing light military plate armor with helmets covering the top part of their heads. They each wore stun batons on their hips, and one of them pulled the weapon from his belt when the other moved to unlock me.

“You don’t need to worry,” I said to the one that looked ready to fight me.

“Just following orders,” he shrugged.

“I’ve got the card with the credits,” Z said as one guard unlocked me, “and an extra one of her transponders.”

“Okay.” I slowly reached for the transponder that was sitting on my chest and put it in my pocket while I watched the man with the stun baton.

I doubted the weapon would stop me from ripping his head from his shoulders and killing his friend.

“We are in a security garrison or something. Bunch more out in the hallways,” Z said, and I wondered if she’d somehow learned how to read minds like Eve.

“We are going to leave. Then you are going to wait a few minutes, exit out the door. Turn left, and leave the building,” the man unlocking me said after he finished. “You understand?”

“Yeah,” I replied as I sat up in my bed.

“Good riddance,” the guard with the baton said, and then they both exited the door.

“What a bunch of assholes!” Z hissed as soon as the door closed.

“You okay?” I asked.

“Yeah,” she answered as she squeezed her arms around her shoulders.

Our eyes met, and I saw her jaw tremble a bit.

“Come here,” I said as I opened my arms.

Z’s blue eyes filled with tears as she shuffled toward me. She pushed her face into my chest, and I wrapped my arms around her slender shoulders. For a minute or so she sobbed into my chest while I held her. Her arms finally circled my waist, and she pulled herself against me.

“I fucked up,” she gasped.

“What? No, you didn’t.”

“We couldn’t get you away in time. It’s my fault.”

“No. How can you think that? I was the one who killed the men at the bank,” I said with a sigh.

“You were protecting us. They would have hit Eve next.” She sobbed again and rubbed her face against my chest. “I took too much time with their computer.”

“No,” I repeated. “This isn’t your fault, and we’ve got a way out. Did that woman tell you what we have to do?”

“Yeah. Fucking bitch. I want to take one of those stun batons and shove it right up her--”

“We have to focus on getting this mission done, or they will kill Eve. We need to move forward. We’ll have our revenge soon,” I said, but part of my mind knew that I was saying the words to cheer my friend up. I didn’t like this situation one bit, and I was terrified of what would happen if I didn’t get the job done in time.

I was also terrified about what would happen if I did do the job. I didn’t know if this woman would still kill Eve, or even Z and me. She could easily turn this around and use us as the scapegoats.

“Why is this shit so hard?” the blonde woman asked as she pulled her face away from my chest. “We wanted to help people, but they destroyed a whole fucking moon. What if they did the same to Jatal’s moon? What if we get back there and it’s gone? We aren’t helping anyone. We are just leaving a trail of dead. We’ll never be free of Elaka Nota.” Her voice trembled as she spoke and she leaned her face into me again.

“We’ll figure it out,” I said. “But first, we need to free Eve. Was she in the same cell as you?”

“No. Down the hall I think. I was in a solitary confinement cell. They opened the doors to give us food, but that was it.”

“At least you got to eat,” I said. “That’s one problem out of the way.”

“I was looking forward to the steak.” The woman’s sobs turned into a laugh, and she cleared her throat. “But I wanted to eat with you both. Instead, we all ate alone. Fucking bullshit. We saved that bank from getting robbed.” she wiped her nose with the back of her hand and then blinked some of her tears away.

“Let’s get going,” I said. “A few minutes have passed. Sooner we can get this job done the sooner we get Eve back. Then we get supplies and get back to Jatal.”

“Got it, Captain,” Z nodded, and she followed me to the door of my hospital room.

We stepped out into a hallway that smelled of a hospital. The guards who had unlocked my handcuffs stood down the hall about four meters, and they nodded their heads in the other direction. Z and I turned that way and saw the exit doors some fifty meters down. We passed a few pairs of guards, a trio of nurses, and two orderlies as we walked, but everyone just ignored us.

Then we passed a front desk packed with guards. The men and women here were busy taking statements from citizens of the station, and no one paid us any attention. I grabbed onto Z’s hand, and we walked the rest of the way out of the building and into the cobblestone street.

“Easier than I expected,” Z said. “Probably wouldn’t have been if we tried to bust Eve out.”

“Yeah. We need to find out where Huyan Kar and Byron Jacobs are.”

“Tight Uniform Bitch said Kar owned some clubs in this district,” Z said as she pulled out a transponder. “They took my Persephone unit with the map loaded, but it looks like this one has a map as well. They also took my computer, my knife and my stun gun.”

“They took my knife also,” I said as I checked my belt.

“So we’ve got no weapons, none of my hacking gear, 2,000 R-credits, and a map of the station. Did they at least feed you?” Z looked like she was about to cry again.

“I think they put a tube in my stomach when I was sleeping. I don’t feel hungry.” I tried to think of something that would make the blonde woman feel better, and I finally thought of it. “You want to grab something to eat real quick while we think about our next steps?”

“I still want my steak, but it won’t taste as good without Eve around. Let me see what we can find in the way of clubs that also serve food. We can grab a bite and ask the wait staff for information. Yeah. That’s a good idea,” Z smiled a bit, and I guessed she was getting her emotions under control.

“Which way?” I asked her, and she pointed to our right after she glanced at her map.

It took us an hour or so to wander through the streets, check the map, ask for directions for, as Z called it “the hottest club in the District,” and find our way to the place called Benjo. The outside of the building was crafted in a Victorian style, with a pointed steepled roof, stone molding, and decorative archways. The inside of the entrance was covered with wood paneling, and I guessed it must have cost them a lot of R-credits to put the building together.

“Can I help you?” a woman wearing a tight corset dress asked as we approached the front of the door.

“You open for business?” I asked as I looked past the woman at the open door.

“We have a dress code,” she huffed as she looked at our attire.

“Even if we just want a bite to eat?” Z asked.

“Yes. Sorry. It keeps the feel of the place. Come back when you can indulge us.”

“Does Huyan Kar own this place?” my friend asked before I could say anything.

“Yes?” The woman raised a painted eyebrow as if she wanted us to tell her how we knew the man.

“We are friends. Can you--”

“I doubt that.” The woman let out a short laugh. “There are other places in the district to eat. You should go there.”

“Is he here right now?” I asked.

“Should I call security?” Her face soured. “I feel as if I am being too polite.”

“Listen, you surly--” Z started to say, but I grabbed her arm and pulled her away.

“We know he owns the place. That was the goal. Now we need to get inside and meet the guy,” I said after we had walked to the far side of the street.

“Yeah. That’s gonna be hard. That woman wasn’t smitten by your charm, and I don’t have any other ideas.”

“You are fucking with me.”

“Yep,” she said with a shit-eating grin.

“Glad you are feeling better.”

“Walking helps I guess. Maybe we try Byron Jacobs first? Psycho Bitch said he runs some gambling rings. Maybe I can find info about it on a terminal somewhere.”

“There is a hotel,” I said as I nodded to a building down the street. “We’ll need a room regardless. They will probably have a terminal there.”

Z nodded, and we walked toward the building. Most of the citizens we had passed were dressed nicely, but the people in this area were very well dressed. My friend and I stuck out like a rusty pair of nails on a satin sheet, and I could feel Z starting to grow uncomfortable.

“This place is going to be expensive,” she said as we walked under the archway of the hotel.

“I’ll talk to the front desk while you try to find some terminals to use,” I said.

“Good idea. Take the R-credit card and get a room if it isn’t too much. Even if we don’t stay, they will probably have faster ones here.” She pushed the piece of plastic into my hand and then continued walking while I stood in line at the reception counter.

The Victorian flavor to the district was present inside of this hotel, and I admired the wood molding on the walls as I waited. Soon I was at the desk and speaking with a man who wore a fancy looking pinstriped suit.

“How much are rooms?” I asked after we exchanged greetings.

“They are five hundred a night, Sir.”

“Damn,” I sighed. “A bit--”

“We are the only hotel within three kilometers of the District B Entertainment Center.”

“What is that?” I asked.

“The streets around us. We have the best attractions, restaurants, shows, dance clubs, drug rooms, and gambling halls in all of Queen’s Hat.” The man wore a plastic smile, and his eyes flashed down at my clothes.

“Ahh. I just got to the station.”

“Ohhhh, first timer. That explains it,” he said with a practiced nod.

“I stick out that bad, huh?” I chuckled.

“It is fine, Sir.”

“Do the rooms have information terminals I can use to find out about the station?” I asked.

“Yes, Sir. We have the best.”

“You mentioned gambling?”

“Yes. We have a marvelous casino in the hotel, but there is a dress code,” he said with a grimace.

“I’m looking for something a little…” I leaned in closer to the man, and he mirrored my movements. “Off the street, if you know what I mean. Heard there was a guy named Brian Jacob who runs stuff. You heard anything about that?” I said the name wrong so that the man might not think I was too knowledgeable about the topic.

“Ahh.” The man nodded. “You’ll want to visit our casino then. The dealers there know all the best places to gamble. You will need to use your keycard to enter, and we do have a dress code. How many nights will you be staying with us?”

“Let’s do one night,” I answered. “Where can I get new clothes?”

“We have a tailor located on our mezzanine level, but there are other tailor shops within a five-minute walk. The concierges can give you directions when you wish to leave.”

“Thanks,” I said as I gave the man my R-credit card. I half expected the thing not to work, but he presented it back to me with a smile and then gave me directions to my room. I thanked him again and then went to find Z.

She had managed to sneak into the hotel’s business center, and I found her hammering her fingers on one of the keyboards. There was another woman in the room working with one of the systems, so I leaned in close to Z so that we could whisper to each other.

“You might be surprised to know that I can’t just do a database search for ‘underground gambling rings in District B.’”

“I didn’t think it would be that easy,” I said.

“Yeah, I know, but sometimes I feel like you think I can do all this shit with computers like it’s a magic trick or something. I don’t have my interface. It’s going to take a while,” Z glanced at the other woman working in the room, and her jaw hardened.

“What’s wrong?”

“Nothing.”

“I got a lead, and a room,” I said, and she nodded as she glanced at the other woman a final time.

Then we both left the business center, walked to the elevator, and rode it up to the floor of our room.

“Did she say something to you?” I asked as we rode the lift.

“Who?”

“The woman in the room.”

“She didn’t need to. A look was enough. I fucking hate people sometimes,” The blonde woman closed her eyes and leaned against the wall of the elevator. “I miss Eve. Ha, you would think I would be terrified of someone who could see all the ugly shit going on up in my brain, but she doesn’t judge me.”

“We’ll get her back,” I said as the doors opened.

We walked down the hall and into our room. It was an opulent set, with a massive four post canopy bed and a desk hutch that concealed a data terminal. The room also had a high wing couch, and a bathroom with a clawfoot tub.

“Damn, how much was it a night?” Z asked after she poked her head in the bathroom.

“Five hundred,” I answered.

“Five hundred? For the night?” she gasped.

“Yeah.”

“That’s a quarter of our funds! How are we going to--”

“I’d like you to keep fishing for info on Huyan Kar and Byron Jacobs,” I said as I pointed at the desk with the terminal.

“Yeah, but what are we going to do for money?”

“I’ll worry about that. I just need you to work on the computer,” I said as I moved to the door.

“Okay, but where are you going?” she asked.

“I’m going to go spend some more money.”
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Zeta Hack - Chapter 5

I returned a few hours later with new clothes for Z and me. I had hit a few shops to try and find the best price and finally ended up back at the first place I’d walked into. The sales girl there flirted with me the most, and I was able to talk her into cutting the price on my entire purchase, so I felt as if I had gotten a bit of a deal.

I’d still spent 600 R-credits on the outfits.

Z didn’t like my plan, but in the time I was gone, she had only been able to get the basic information about Huyan and Byron. We were going to have to do this the old fashioned way: Charm, bribes, or intimidation.

“Are you almost ready?” I asked as I finished putting on my leather dress shoes. My outfit was a black suit with a darker black paisley pattern, white ruffled shirt, and silver ascot tie. I would have never thought to buy it, but the sales girl said it was the latest style.

“Uhhh. I’m working on it,” Z called out from the bathroom. I’d taken a shower first, but she’d gotten out a good forty-five minutes ago and hadn’t left the bathroom yet.

“We’ve got some time,” I said as I looked at the clock. It was set to traditional Earth time and said 8 pm. There were a few restaurants connected to the casino, and I figured we would grab a much-needed meal before we tried to find someone that would tell us about Byron.

“As of now, security officials in District B still haven’t been able to find out who thwarted the robbery on the bank. Witnesses are saying the man who protected them turned into a large striped cat-like creature during the fight, and he left the scene with two women.” The voice on the TV caught my attention, and I turned to watch a news reporter speaking at the camera. She was standing in front of the bank that we’d visited yesterday, or maybe it was the day before. I didn’t know how long I had been asleep.

“Thanks, Terza. Have the security officials released video recordings of the assault?” The camera turned back to a man sitting inside of a studio.

“No, Chuck. They have said that their security footage was ruined during the robbery,” the woman answered.

“That’s a shame. I’m sure everyone would like to see someone change into a cat!” The man laughed, and then he turned his report to another story.

I sighed and rubbed my hand over my face. I doubted Elaka Nota, or the group that experimented on me, would get wind of this report, but I didn’t like the idea of leaving any sort of trail.

The news broadcast also made me think of the security footage I’d asked Z to retrieve. Persephone had shown me a strange solar system on her map, and then the creepy red numbers had scrolled down the holographic image. Part of me wondered if I had dreamed the event since the map changed back as soon as Z called out to me.

The video footage Z finally found showed me walking out of my room, through the bridge, and then standing in front of the map.

I’d stood there for three hours and just stared at the image. The map hadn’t changed, my body hadn’t moved, and it appeared that I actually had imagined the whole thing. The situation made me think that my mind was starting to crack, and I wondered if my transformation was beginning to unravel my mind.

“Uhhh, Captain?” I heard Z call out.

“Yeah?”

“I kinda need your help with something.”

“In the bathroom?” I asked as I walked across the hotel room.

“Just my dress. Sorry,” she said as she opened the door.

The slender blonde woman was wearing the dark gray dress I had bought for her. The garment fit tight across her torso but had an opening at the chest to showcase her cleavage. The bottom part of the dress was cut high and tight in the front to display her long legs, but the back part fell in a wave of dark lace fabric. Like my suit, there was a black paisley pattern across the dress, but each of the flowery waves was stitched on with a dark red thread.

“I’ve been trying to zip it myself, but I just--” she started to say as she pointed at the back of her dress.

“No problem. I’ll get it,” I said as I gestured for Z to turn her back to me. The zipper ran the full length of her back down to the top of her butt. I squeezed the ends of the dress together over her bare skin and zipped it up with a quick motion of my hand.

“Thanks,” she whispered, and I saw that her cheeks were glowing bright red.

“It’s fine. The dress looks good on you,” I said as I glanced down at her stocking covered legs.

“Ahhh. Yeah. It’s kind of fancy.” She coughed a bit and then cleared her throat as she turned her eyes away from me.

I didn’t think she could turn any redder, but her arms looked as if she was sunburned. I got the hint and stepped out of the bathroom.

“You almost ready to go?”

“Uhhhh. Sure. I just need to put on these heels. Thanks for buying low ones.”

“Those are low?” I chuckled as I looked at the shoes. They had platforms on the bottom and would probably give her an extra fifteen centimeters of height.

“I’m being sarcastic,” Z said with a snicker.

“Ahh. The sales girl told me to get those ones.”

“I bet she did. Bitch.” My friend laughed and finished putting the second shoe on. Then she stood and took a few hesitant steps.

“Looks good,” I said.

“Yeah, uhh, you look really good too,” Z crossed her arms and glanced at me out of the corner of her eye. “I mean, you look good. Well, really good is fair, but it’s not like I am trying to say that you don’t normally look good, you do. You are just really handsome in a suit. But, no! I don’t really mean it like that. Just that you’re still taller than me, even with these heels on. That’s, uhhh. I like it, is all, but don’t take it as I’m coming onto you or anything like that. Okay?”

“Okay,” I said, but only because I didn’t know what else to say. I knew how the pretty hacker felt about me, but Eve had indicated that she’d probably grow out of it. I didn’t think confronting her would do anything but make her more uncomfortable. Z knew how I felt about Eve. I didn’t need to badger the point.

“You’re staring at me,” the hacker whispered.

“Yeah, sorry. It’s a nice dress. You ready to go?” I asked as I pointed at the door.

“Yeah,” she replied, and we walked out of our room toward the elevator.

We took the lift down to the casino floor and showed our room card to the suited guards at the front door. They nodded after they checked it and then gestured for us to enter.

The casino was much as I expected. The same Victorian theme was appointed to the carpet, wallpaper, crown molding, employees, and guests. I estimated the area to be about nine-hundred square meters, and there were numerous game tables. The night was still young, but the place was busy enough, and I began to worry that we might not be able to speak with a dealer in a private fashion.

“We gonna grab some food?” Z said as she gestured to the nice looking restaurants on the far side of the casino.

“Yeah, let’s go,” I replied, and we began to walk across the floor.

“We don’t have to eat anywhere nice. Eve isn’t with us,” Z said as we approached.

“What do you mean?” I asked as I looked at the blonde woman.

“Oh, just ummm. Well, I wish Eve was here. You don’t have to treat me to anything special.”

“You are my friend and my crewmate. It is our money,” I said with a shrug.

“Yeah, but we don’t have a lot left. I’m not used to this,” she said as she gestured down to her lovely dress. “Eve should be here with you, not me. Why did you pick me? I’m kind of confused.”

“Don’t worry about it,” I said as I pointed at the second restaurant ahead of us. “This place looks good. Steakhouse. You wanted a steak.”

“Uhhh. Yeah. Sure,” the hacker said with a nod, and we continued our walk.

I noticed all the men we passed looked at Z with desire, but they turned away before I could make eye contact with them. We got a seat in the restaurant easily enough, and our table overlooked one of the casino thoroughfares.

“Can we afford this? How much of that 2,000 do you have left?” Z asked after she opened a menu.

“Don’t worry about it,” I said as I looked down at mine.

“Uhh, it’s like 50 R-credits a plate. I’m sure this place is great, but should we eat somewhere else? We are going to be cash-starved soon.”

“Money comes in fast when you work for a criminal organization. If we can hook up with Byron or Huyan, I’ll probably end the night with a few thousand,” I replied.

“Huh?” She squinted at me.

“I used to work for the Yakuza on Ganymede. I have confidence that I can get a job with either Byron or Huyan. Those types of men are always looking for ex-marines who possess loyalty combined with questionable morals.”

“I see,” Z said as she glanced down at her menu. Then her blue eyes danced back to my face. “How did you get involved with the Yakuza? I thought you were a marine?”

“I was. My, ahhh, family needed money, and I couldn’t get enough working for the Jupiter Marines. I had to desert.”

“Damn. That must have been hard for you,” she said with a frown.

I didn’t know how to reply. Was it hard? Yeah, but I’d done plenty of challenging assignments before. It was frustrating because I felt as if I had been forced to choose between my mother and sister, or my oath to serve. It shouldn’t have been that way, but I knew life wasn’t fair. I’d become a deserter, and put a bounty on my head, but I did it because I needed to take care of them.

A man had to take care of his family.

“Did you get them enough money?” Z asked after I didn’t reply.

“Yeah. They had medical bills. I got enough to pay them off and then some.”

“Where are they now?” she asked.

“Still on Ganymede. I think. I haven’t seen them since I went to prison.”

“Prison?” Z gasped, but then the waitress came, and we placed our order.

“You aren’t going to get the Porterhouse?” I asked her after she ordered the filet, but Z just shook her head.

I ordered a ribeye, and then the waitress left.

“What about prison?” my friend asked after a few moments. She looked down at her utensils.

“Bunch of us got caught. I took the fall for them. They said they’d take care of my mom and sister,” I explained as I rubbed the bridge of my nose. I didn’t want to talk about it, but I figured Z should know about my past.

“Did they send you to jail on Trappist-1e? I’m confused about how you ended up as a tiger-man.”

“They ran some tests on me when I first went to prison. On Ganymede, you’re allowed to be sold as a slave when you are convicted of a crime. The prison handed me over to a group of scientists. They changed me and put an explosive control collar on my neck. I lost track of the number of missions I went on. I should have died a long time ago, but I didn’t. On the last one, they wanted me to break into this megatower and retrieve a ‘live sample’.

“I’m guessing that was Eve?” Z asked.

“Yeah. I didn’t know anything. Only that I had to retrieve the sample. As soon as I saw her, she used her power to take off my collar. I was given my freedom, and she asked me to help her escape from the planet.” I shrugged.

“And here we are,” Z said with a slight smile. The young woman really was beautiful, and I could understand why she was getting stares from the men we had walked by.

“How about you?” I asked as I scanned the crowd walking through the casino.

“I grew up on Trappist-1e. Parents were rich enough to send me to school, but I didn’t really take to it. Found it exceptionally boring. Then dad lost his job. It was hard to make ends meet with only mom’s money.” Z stared out at the crowd for a few moments and swallowed hard. “Dad took a walk one day, never came back. Dunno what happened to him. Never did. Mom tried to pay for stuff, but shit was tough, you know?”

“Yeah,” I answered.

“I got into computers thinking I could get a corporate gig. I got pretty good with just teaching myself. Ended up landing a position with a small corporation. I was proud of myself. Mom was too, money started coming in, and she was able to quit one of her jobs. My boss said I could get a promotion if I did some ‘extra’ work for him. I told him no. Looking back, I should have been more polite about it.” Z let out a long sigh and finally looked at me. “Uhh. Nothing happened. I got out of there, but I was pretty beat up. When I got home, I found mom dead. The place was ransacked.”

“I see,” I said as I tried to control my anger. The thought of anyone hurting Z made the beast in my stomach lash out against my mental blocks.

“For a long time, I blamed myself. I should have just fucked him. I would have gotten a raise and mom would have been alive. Part of me still thinks that sometimes.”

“No. Don’t blame yourself for the actions of evil men,” I said as I reached across the table to hold her hand. Her touch cooled the anger I was feeling.

“Yeah. I know. Just took a while to forgive myself. You probably think the same way about your past,” she said.

“Yeah. I do. Now I feel as if I’ve been given a second chance.”

“Me too,” she whispered, and our eyes stared into each other's for a few moments. “Ahhh. Anyways, I started using my skills to dig into the guy. Ends up he’s done that kind of shit before. I got some evidence and sent it to my old employers, but they didn’t do anything. Then I decided to take matters into my own hands.”

“What did you do?”

“I reprogrammed the autopilot on his car. He drove off one of the freeways and dropped thirty meters. Kaboom,” she raised the hand I wasn’t holding and dropped it on the table.

“He deserved it,” I said.

“Yeah,” she sighed and then nodded behind me. The waitress brought our food over, and I let go of my friend’s hand so we could eat.

“Oh. My. Sweet. Stars.” Z let out a moan after she took her first bite of her steak. Her eyes seemed to roll back in her head, and her shoulders slumped.

“It’s good,” I agreed as I took my second bite of the grilled beef. My cut had a lot of fat on it, and it tasted wonderful.

“I’m sad Eve isn’t here. I feel like I shouldn’t enjoy this as much as I am,” Z said as she cut another bite off.

“We’ll get her back. I’m confident. She would want us to enjoy the meal,” I said.

“Yeah. It’s kind of nice spending time alone with you,” the blonde woman said. Then her face turned red, and she waved her hand in the air. “I just mean that it’s nice not to get shot at while I’m alone with you. Uhhh. I would prefer that Eve was here.”

“I get it,” I said.

“Okay, good.” Z let out a sigh. “But uhhh. Can I ask you a question?”

“Sure.”

“I already asked you this, but you didn’t really answer. The redhead bitch said you wanted me to go with you instead of Eve. I thought that you and she were, uhhh…”

“Together?” I asked.

“Hey, it isn’t any of my business. So you don’t have to tell me, but I’m just… Ugh. You guys didn’t like… sleep together on our trip from Gliese 876. Not that I was watching! I just kind of… shit...This is so fucking awkward.” She turned red again and then looked down at her plate.

I thought about telling her the truth, but I knew that it would hurt her feelings. I also didn’t want to lead her on. I did care about Z.

“So?” she asked with a raised eyebrow.

“So?” I repeated.

“Ugh. You are going to make me say it?” She sighed and looked down at her food. “Look, this is totally dumb. I shouldn’t be even thinking this way. I don’t really know you. You don’t really know me, but I know what I feel when you are around me. It’s so stupid that I feel this way. I’m sorry. I was gonna tell you in the cave because I thought we were going to die, and I’ve been stewing on it ever since.”

She bit her lower lip and looked at me. She was scared, and she knew what I was going to say, but she still wanted my response.

I opened my mouth to answer the question she hadn’t actually asked, but I saw a man walk through the crowd. He was a tall guy, with a bald head and a nice suit. He was surrounded by three muscular men wearing less-expensive looking suits.

“Byron Jacobs,” I said as I nodded.

“Where?” She spun. “I see him.”

We watched him turn at the tables and walk over to a dealer. It looked like it was a blackjack table, and the bald man leaned into the uniformed man for a few minutes. There was only one other man at the table, and he didn’t seem to look annoyed by the interruption.

Byron finished talking to the man, put something in his hand, and then nodded toward the back part of the casino floor. Then he walked away with his three goons, and I saw him enter a door at the far side of the room.

“What does the sign above that door say?” Z said as soon as he walked inside. “It’s too far for me to see it.”

“Velvet Lounge,” I answered. “It is a VIP room.”

“So what’s the plan?” she asked as she turned back to me.

“Let’s finish and then talk to that dealer. Maybe he can get us into the room without violence.”

“Without violence?” she asked with a grimace.

“Yeah. We are getting into that room either way.”

“I was afraid you were going to say that.”
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Zeta Hack - Chapter 6

Z and I finished our dinner quickly, exchanged 500 R-credits for chips, and then made our way to the blackjack table that Byron had visited. Two people were playing now, but it looked like the dealer was bored.

“You know how to play?” Z whispered in my ear as we walked closer.

“I’ve played some.”

“I’m good,” she admitted.

“Want to play?” I asked.

“Ahh. No. You play.”

“Why? You can--”

“We don’t have a lot of credits, and I don’t see any other women playing. I’ll give you advice.”

“Got it,” I said. Then we reached the table, and the dealer gave us a nod.

“Just one?” he asked. The man looked young. Maybe early twenties in Earth years, but it was hard to tell the exact age of people who lived on space stations.

“Yeah,” I said.

“Got it. Place your bet, please,” he said as he pointed to the sign near him that said there was a 20 R-credit minimum.

I put two chips on the table and felt Z’s hand rest on my shoulder. She leaned over so that her stomach was pressed against my back, but I didn’t mind her close proximity.

The dealer slid me an eight of clubs, then he gave the other two men an ace of hearts and a four of diamonds. He dealt himself a jack of spades and then gave me a ten of hearts. The man with the ace of hearts got a nine of diamonds, and the man with the four of diamonds got a five of hearts.

“I think you should stand,” Z whispered, and her thumb rubbed across the back of my shoulder.

“No shit,” I whispered back with a chuckle.

“But we’ll still lose,” she said.

Sure enough, the gambler next to me asked for a hit and got the ten of clubs. It brought him up to twenty-one with his three cards, but it would have busted me. The other man doubled down, got a five, and let out a loud sigh. The dealer gave himself a ten of hearts to get twenty, and he took my chips off the table.

“Busy night tonight?” I asked the dealer as I put two more chips on the table.

“Yep,” he answered with a nod as he dealt out the next hand. I ended up with a three and an eight, so Z advised me to hit by tapping her thumb on my shoulder. We ended up getting a queen of spades, and the dealer busted.

“How long have you been working here?” I asked him as he put out the next hand.

“About a year,” he answered.

I had an eight and ten now, but Z asked me to double down by pressing her thumb into my back twice. I put another two chips on the table, and the dealer shrugged before dealing me a three of diamonds.

“Got a hot woman and a big set of balls!” the man next to me said, and I gave him a smile.

The other two men busted. The dealer dealt himself a nine, and that took him to twenty-four.

We lost the next hand but then won the following next three. Z asked me to either split or double down on each of them, and we ended up sitting on a small stack of chips.

“You only deal here?” I asked the man as I flipped him a chip as a tip.

“Few other places,” he said as he plucked the chip from the air and put it in his pocket.

“Ahh,” I said as he laid out the next hand.

Z didn’t say anything during the games. She’d press twice on my shoulder with her thumb when she wanted me to double down, tap once for a hit, sweep her finger across when she wanted me to split, and do nothing when she wanted me to stand. There were more than a few times where I thought that she’d made a mistake, and stayed when she should have hit or vice versa, but I followed her instructions, and we ended up winning five out of every six hands.

Soon our small stack of chips was pretty large, and I’d increased my bets so that we were putting fifty R-credits down for each hand.

A few other people came to sit at our table, and Z was making smaller movements with her fingers to not be noticed. I continued to tip the dealer every four or so wins, and I began to wonder if the only reason we lost hands was so that it wouldn’t look like we were counting cards.

“You’re on fire tonight,” the dealer finally said after I upped my bets to a hundred R-credits. We were sitting on over eight thousand now, and I began to see some of the floor bosses giving us glances. I knew we hadn’t put much of a dent in their bank, but I was sure most of the casino managers were smart enough to keep an eye on people who were winning much more than they were losing.

“Thanks, I’m looking for another game though,” I leaned toward him when I spoke and hoped the man sitting next to me didn’t hear me over the drone of the crowd.

“What kind of game?”

“Something private,” I said as I nodded to the far side of the room where the VIP entrance was. “Can I get in there?”

“Buy in there is five grand,” he said with a shrug.

“Looks like I’ll have to keep winning then,” I said as I laid down two hundred.

We lost that hand but then won the next three. Then we lost two more but won the next six. Z was really damn good at blackjack, and we never lost a hand when she motioned for me to double down or split.

Half an hour later we were sitting on almost thirty grand, and I wondered if I should come back here once we got our 80,000 R-credit card back so that the blonde woman could turn it into a few hundred thousand. If both Eve and Z teamed up to hit the casinos, the women probably could make hundreds of thousands of R-credits.

“How about now?” I asked him as I gestured to my stack. The floor managers were circling like sharks now, and I guessed that they were going to ask Z and me to leave in the next few minutes. Especially since we weren’t drinking any of the alcohol the waitresses kept offering.

“You have to know someone,” the dealer said as he glanced over his shoulder.

“I know you,“ I said as I rolled him a 100 R-credit chip.

“I’m nobody,” he said as he pocketed the piece of plastic.

One of the floor managers stepped up to the table with a young woman dressed in a uniform. She carried a case of cards and another case of chips.

“Sorry folks, we are going to switch out the dealer,” the manager said as he looked at me.

“Hope I didn’t get him in trouble,” I said to the boss as I nodded at the young man that had dealt for the last hour.

“No, sir.” The man smiled, but his expression wasn’t friendly. “We just like to mix things up at tables.”

“I think I should take a break then,” I said as I stood. Z still rested her hand on my shoulder, and I felt her fingers slide down my back.

“Very well, sir.” The man nodded at us as the new dealer sat down.

“They are on to me. I tried to throw more hands, but I can’t help being so fucking smart,” Z whispered to me as we walked away from the table with our chips.

“Where did you learn to count cards?” I asked.

“It’s just math. I’m good at math.” She looked over her shoulder behind us and I saw her eyes open. “Ahhh shit. Two of the penguins are following us.”

“Let’s play another game,” I said as I pulled her over to the roulette table.

“Ugh. Talk about bad probabilities. We’ll never make any money here,” she hissed.

“Doesn’t matter, throw some money on a number.” I turned to watch the suited men walk down one of the aisles. They were obviously trying not to watch us, but they couldn’t really come out and accuse us of counting cards. I guessed that they were going to try to herd us to games where we couldn’t count, or ask if they could upgrade our suite to get us off the floor.

Z took some of the chips out of my hand and placed them on the table randomly. While she pretended to be enthralled by the process, I glanced back at the blackjack table and tried to pick out the man who had been dealing to us. My sharp eyes cut through the moving crowd, and I saw him walk toward the VIP room. There wasn’t a guard at the door, and the man opened it, looked over his shoulder, and then walked inside.

“I wonder if we can--”

“Holy shit!” Z screamed, and I felt her nails dig into the sleeves of my jacket. I turned to look at the roulette table and saw that the ball rested on one of the numbers she had put a hundred chip on. The croupier congratulated us, and then passed us three 1,000 chips and a single five hundred.

“We are lucky,” I said as I glanced back to the two men that were following us through the casino. They were still watching us, so I motioned for Z to put more chips down.

We played for another fifteen minutes, and then I saw the men drift back through the tables. It was the result I wanted, so I tugged on Z’s arm, and we meandered through the tables toward the VIP room. I reasoned that we were still being observed on camera by the security staff, so we stopped at a few more tables before we finished our sojourn to the VIP door.

“If they are watching us, we’ll only have a few minutes to do what we need to do,” I said to Z as I tried the door handle. It was unlocked, and I swung it open.

“What do you mean by ‘do what we need to do?’ I feel like that’s Adam talk for ‘I’m going to start killing fuckers until someone gives me what I want,’ and here I thought we were going to be sly.”

“I’m not much for subtlety,” I said as I stepped into the dark hallway beyond the door. Z followed close behind me, and we hurried down the corridor toward the distant lamp light ten meters ahead.

The walls were crafted of brick that looked to have been smoothed by hundreds of years of weather, but there was obviously no rain here, so I guessed they must have been artificially worn to create the effect of age. We rounded the corner by the far lamp and came to a set of double doors of thick glass trimmed in oak. Beyond the glass, I saw another large gambling room. Unlike the main space of the hotel, this one was dimly lit, filled with the smoke from countless cigarettes and vape machines, and the clientele looked dangerous.

It was my kind of place.

There was a big man in a fancy suit at the door. He was watching the screen of a handheld device when we first turned the corner, but he put it in his coat and held up his palm as we approached.

“We’re closed,” he said.

“We know,” I replied as I put a 100 chip in his hand. The man glanced at it before opening the door for us.

“Have a good time. Stay out of trouble,” he said as we walked inside.

“That was easy,” Z whispered to me after the guard closed the door behind us.

“Things tend to be if you have money. Nice work on the card counting, by the way.”

“Ahh. Not a big deal. I’m good at math and numbers. Didn’t realize how useful it would be until I started working with computers.”

“You missed your calling as a gambler, but I’m glad you got into computers, or we wouldn’t have met,” I said to the blonde woman.

“Yeah, I’m also glad we met.” Z’s cheeks blushed again. “Uhh. I don’t like the whole getting shot at part, but everything else has been great. I feel like I have a purpose now beyond just earning money to pay for food.”

“We won’t ever be free of that task,” I said as I looked around the room. The scent of old fashioned tobacco mixed pleasantly with the scented vapor smoke. They tickled my sensitive nose, and I inhaled to pick up other scents from the fifty or so gamblers in the back room: Expensive fabric, perfume, drugs, and the musk of arousal.

“I see Byron,” Z said, and I felt her fingers twist against my bicep to turn me toward the adjacent corner. There were a few dark alcoves against the wall there, and I could see the bald man sitting with his entourage.

“Let’s head over,” I growled.

“How you gonna play this?” she asked as we threaded through the well-dressed crowd.

“I’ll ask for a job,” I answered.

“That’s it?” she moaned.

“Sure. Or I’ll ask Byron if he knows if Huyan Kar is hiring.”

“We are going to get killed,” she said with a sigh.

“We’ll be fine. I know these types.”

“I trust you,” she whispered before we stepped up to the alcove.

The bald man was flanked by two blonde women that looked like twins. Each wore tight frilly bodysuits tied to lace stockings. The three men I saw walk with Byron were on the ends of the couch, and they each focused their eyes on Z before looking at me. The men looked bored, or drunk since there were two empty vodka bottles on the table and a half full absinthe bottle.

“You Byron Jacobs?” I asked the man.

“Who’s asking?” he asked me as his eyes narrowed. He seemed to have his wits about him, and I guessed this was probably going to be easier than Z feared.

“I’m Adam. I heard you were hiring,” I replied.

“Who’s the dame?” he asked as he nodded at Z.

“My woman. I’ve worked muscle back in the Sol System.”

“Eh.” He’d been eyeing Z, but then his face soured. “Not looking to hire any muscle. Who said I was looking?”

“Guy that worked for Huyan Kar. I forget his name. Real ugly fucker,” I said as I forced a smile to my lips.

“Oi. Dirty Hank.” Byron chuckled.

“That could have been him. Said you needed a new bodyguard, or three.”

“Naw. I’m good, mate,” Byron said as he reached for the glass on the table in front of him. The liquid had a slight green tint, and I guessed it was some sort of absinthe.

“Yeah, I normally don’t do bodyguard work. As I said, used to work in the Sol System. Jupiter actually. Did a spell with the Yakuza there. Banks and such. I did work their casinos for a bit. That was why I went to Huyan, actually. Heard he owns most of them in this district, but the ugly guy said I needed to talk to you.”

“Nice story, but I’m not hiring. Well…” The man’s face turned into a lecherous sneer, and he looked at Z. “Unless I can hire your woman. She’s high quality.”

“Looks like you already have two,” I replied before Z could spit out something snarky, “but it seems like you need some new bodyguards. What’s the pay like?”

“Oi, you daft? I’m telling you no. My guys are--” Byron started to reply, but I didn’t wait for him to finish.

I stepped close to the table and punched down into the face of the guard on the right. The man hadn’t expected me to attack, so he didn’t have a chance to block. His nose exploded, and his skull cracked when I hit him.

The two guards were on the other side of the table, but they weren’t prepared for my attack, and I was able to pivot around the table on my left foot as I brought my right leg over the top. The toe of my dress shoe hammered the farthest guard in the face as I grabbed the other man’s hair. He let out a gasp when I grabbed him, and he squealed with pain when I slammed his face into the table. The first hit didn’t knock him out, so I pounded his face into the table two more times. Each impact bounced the collection of glasses and bottles into the air at least ten centimeters, and I saw the twin blonde women cower behind Byron.

“See? Looks like you need three new bodyguards,” I growled at the bald man as I let go of the guard I’d just face planted into the table. “What is the pay like?”

Byron was doing his best to hide his shock, but I could see his hand tremble when he lifted his glass up to his mouth. I’d heard a few gasps of surprise from the gamblers on the floor behind us, but no one had actually shouted or screamed, so I guessed that security might not come immediately.

“You said you worked muscle?” He asked as he looked at the first man I’d punched. I didn’t think the man was dead, but he probably would be unless he got hospital care soon. Maybe I should have felt sorry, but these were bad men, and I’d crush thousands of them to protect Eve.

“Yeah, Yakuza. Jupiter.”

“You’re a long way from home. You gotta ship?”

“I do, but I’m looking for employment on the station. I do what I’m told, keep my mouth shut, and like solving problems,” I said as I looked at the man I’d kicked. I guessed that he’d probably wake up first.

“Alright. I’m interested. Adam was your name?” he asked.

“Yeah. What’s the pay?”

“I paid these guys a hundred and fifty a day, but I’m starting to think I overpaid them.” Byron laughed, and the sound was unpleasant.

“I’ll take two fifty. I’m saving you money,” I said with a smile.

“Oi! I like the way you think.” The man looked at Z and then back to me. “I’ve actually got a problem that I’ve been trying to solve. If you can fix it, I’ll throw you another five hundred.”

“What’s the job,” I asked as I grabbed the shoulder of the man on the right that I punched.

Byron and his women’s eyes widened as I picked up the unconscious guard with one hand and tossed him into the empty alcove of booths next to us. Then I slid into the man’s spot and gestured for Z to sit on my lap. The blonde hacker perched on my leg and laid her arm across my shoulders.

“You’re fucking strong, Mate. You a druggie or something? Cyborg?” Byron asked as he looked at my arms.

“Just strong. What’s the problem?” I asked.

“I’ve got a meeting later tonight with some people I don’t like. I was feeling a bit like I might cancel, but now I’m feeling like you might handle them if things go upside down.”

“Sounds good. Where is the meeting?” I asked.

“Smoke shop a few blocks over. We’ll be heading there in an hour.” Byron pulled one arm from around the shoulder of one of the twin blonde women, rubbed it over his scalp, and then set it on her lap.

“Who are we meeting?” I asked.

“How long you been on Queen’s Hat?” he asked, and I saw his fingers begin to rub the woman between the legs. She bit her lip and leaned into him.

“Long enough to get into trouble, but not long enough to know the lay of the land. I’ve just been in District B.

“I’ll give you some details then, Mate. There is a gang out of District C. Call themselves The Bettas. They have been taking out some of my dealers, so I took out a few of theirs. I hit ‘em real fucking hard. Then they called for a parlay, said they’d come to me, but just wanted one guard accompanying me.”

“How many men do you have?” I asked as I tried to keep my eyes off the woman Byron was masturbating. I guessed that he wanted to do it to distract me because he didn’t seem like the kind of guy who cared about his lover having an orgasm.

“Enough, but those three were my best.” He frowned and looked at the one I’d kicked in the face.

“Now you have someone better,” I said.

“I’m thinking so, Mate. Can you shoot?” he asked.

“If you’ve got a gun. They seem to be uncommon here,” I said with a gesture to the room. I saw some suit wearing men approaching out of the corner of my eye, and Byron turned to look at them.

“There a problem here Mr. Jacobs?” One of the four men asked.

Byron took his hand away from his woman’s crotch and stared at me for a moment. For a few seconds, I wondered if he was going to tell them to deal with me, but I held his eyes and the tension between us relaxed.

“Yeah, can you take them to the hospital? They seemed to have a problem with their alcohol.” The gangster tossed a few 500 chips on the coffee table.

“We’ll take care of them,” one of the men said as he snatched up the chips. The other guards grabbed the men I’d just beat up, and I watched them lug the unconscious bodies around the perimeter of the gambling hall.

“I like your woman, Mate,” Byron commented, and I turned around to face him. He was staring at Z’s legs. “She have a name?”

“Z,” I answered before my friend could.

“Oi! Like the letter?” he asked with confusion.

“Yeah,” I replied.

“She’s a looker. Got some fire in her eyes. I think she doesn’t like you much. You buy her?”

“No,” I said, and I felt Z tense as she sat on my lap.

“Just doesn’t seem affectionate is all. Not like my girls,” the bald man turned to the girl he’d been rubbing, and she made a slightly exaggerated swoon. Not to be outdone, the other woman tugged on Byron’s arm and began to lick the side of his neck.

“See? I got other girls like this. All of them love me. I just brought these tonight because I like the blonde ones.” Byron’s eyes fixed on Z, and he licked his lips slowly.

“You are a lucky man,” I said with a shrug. “You were asking about my shooting earlier. You want me to pack a gun?”

“I had the smoke shop owner put a sawed-off under the table where we will be sitting.” Byron gestured to his other woman, and she started necking him like her sister.

“So, you are expecting trouble?” I asked. Z was wiggling a bit on my lap, and her hand was squeezing my shoulder. I didn’t know what was going through her mind, but I was a bit surprised she hadn’t said something snarky to the man when he gave her one of his many lecherous looks.

“Always. Especially when a strange man with a girl that is just my type shows up at one of my favorite spots, fucks up my men, and then asks me a bunch of questions.” Byron reached to the coffee table and grabbed his glass of greenish liquid. “You want a glass?”

“No,” I answered. “I’m just looking for work--”

“You seem honest when you say that, but I’m feeling like this is a bit of a setup. The drink just confirmed it.” The bald man shook his head, and the women stopped kissing him.

I looked into their eyes and realized the twin blondes with the lingerie were actually his bodyguards.

“You said we had a job. I don’t like to drink before that’s all. Especially when it is absinthe. If that is what you are drinking.” I forced myself to smile at the women. Their game was convincing, maybe they really were Byron’s lovers, or perhaps his slaves, but I’d glimpsed their hard edge there for half a second. The two beauties had the eyes of killers, and even though I couldn’t see any weapons on them, I noticed that they were really careful with the way they moved their fingers across their boss’ clothes.

“I might believe that, but your girl is strange, Mate.”

“Why am I strange?” Z asked.

“He buy you?” the bald man asked as he gestured to me.

“No. I’m here because I want to--”

“He’s your lover?” the woman on the left asked.

“Yes,” Z answered quickly.

“Liar,” the other woman said with a frown.

“Fuck you,” Z hissed at the woman.

Byron’s girls both laughed, and the bald man smiled a shit-eating grin.

“Oi! See? She’s got the fire. The passion, but she’s awkward around you, Mate. You’ve never fucked. So what’s the deal? You both cops or something?”

“Do we look like fucking cops?” Z answered. “You’re wrong. My man wants work. He’s already kicked the shit out of your goons, what else do you need? To watch us fuck or something?”

“Yes,” both of the women said in unison. They leaned forward on the couch and looked at us like we were pieces of meat.

“No,” I answered. “We aren’t cops. Just looking for work. My relationship with my woman is of no concern to you. I don’t question your relationship with these two, or the other girls you didn’t bring. You’ve seen what I can do. I’d like a job. If you are pulling back the offer, I’ll go look for employment somewhere else.”

“Mate, I’ve lived a long time on this station. Started as a rat and grew to where I am today by sly guile. I know when something is stinky. Yeah, you took out my guys easy. Yeah, I could use your help tonight, but you’re lying about the woman sitting on your lap. I can sense it, and so can my girls. If you are lying about this, what else you lying about? Can I trust you to take care of me tonight? No, Mate. I can’t.” Byron shrugged.

“I guess we’ll be going then,” I said as I moved my left hand to Z’s waist so I could pull her off my lap.

Then Byron slammed his palm down on the coffee table. “You’re not leaving until I get some fucking answers.”

I stared at the man and noticed that the twin blondes had disengaged their fingers from him. They held their hands flat on their thighs and slowly moved the digits through the air. Did they have blades under the nails? Poison on them?

I didn’t want to find out. There was absolutely no fear in Byron’s eyes, even after I beat the shit out of the other three men he was with. The gangster knew that his two women would kill me.

“What kind of answers you looking for?” I asked. My left hand was on Z, and I could feel the tension in her thin body.

“Who do you work for?” he asked.

“Told you. I’m looking for a job--” I began to say, but Z raised up a hand to interrupt me.

“What do you want?”

“Fuck,” the blonde twin on the left said with a shark’s smile.

“We do. Not sure how that’s going to help convince you,” Z said with an exaggerated sigh.

“We’ll watch,” the other twin said, and then the three of them nodded.

“I’m not into that, neither is Adam, sorry.” Z shrugged, but I could feel her body become tenser.

“Oi! No shit! You’re a cop, or someone looking to get close to me.” Byron took another sip of his drink, and the twins leaned forward on the couch. “You both look uncomfortable sitting that way. So tense.”

“It’s because--” I started to explain that we were nervous about meeting him, but then Z turned around on my lap, held her other hand up to my cheek, and kissed me passionately.

Her mouth tasted of the onions and steak she’d eaten, but her lips were soft, warm, and desperate to meet mine. She’d caught me completely off guard, but my body responded to her, and my mouth matched the urgency of her kiss. Our tongues met, danced together, and explored each other’s mouths while my hands wrapped around her waist and pulled her closer against my chest.

My mind was reeling, and it struggled to make sense of what was happening. I hadn’t wanted to kiss Z. I didn’t think I had any sort of physical desire for the pretty blonde hacker, but now that her lips and mine were passionately devouring each other, and our bodies were pressed together, I didn’t know what I felt. Or, I did know what I felt, but the emotions were too fucking confusing, and I didn’t know how I would ever be able to reconcile them.

Z pulled away from my lips, and we both gasped with pleasure, then she ran her tongue up over my chin toward my mouth, where our lips met again for another kiss that didn’t seem to last as long as I wanted.

Then she pivoted on my lap and looked at the gangster and his twin blonde women.

“Damn,” the twin on the left said.

“That was really hot,” the one on the right finished.

“Hottest I’ve ever seen, and I’ve seen many,” the first woman said. Then she closed her eyes and let out a sigh.

Both of the women moved their hands to lay back on their boss’ body.

“See? We are lovers. I’m just nervous about showing affection in public,” Z said.

“Oi. You could have just told me.” Byron laughed from his stomach.

The bald man cleared his throat and shifted in his seat a little. One of the women leaned up to whisper in his ear, and the other one fixed her sleepy looking eyes on me. I felt most of the tension leave Z’s body, and her fingers began to stroke my shoulder.

“What do I need to know about tonight?” I asked.

“I lied,” Byron said with a smirk. “Kind of.”

“Oh?”

“Yeah, Mate,” he said as the blonde woman whispering in his ear turned her face to stare at me. “The cops think I’m meeting with the gang leader of the Bettas tonight. I was trying to see if you were working for them. You didn’t know anything about it. We are meeting tomorrow, over breakfast. Where are you staying?”

“We have a room here,” I said.

“Good!” he exclaimed. “That means you both will be able to party with us all night!” The gangster raised his hand and waved to one of the casino staff across the room.

“We actually need to get some res--” Z began to say, but I squeezed her hip, and she stopped mid-sentence.

“We want to drink with you,” I said, “but if we have business tomorrow. I prefer to stay frosty so that I can watch your back. I won’t drink much.”

“Ahh, so serious,” one of the blondes said with a sigh.

“But I guess that is why Byron is paying you the big bucks,” said the other woman.

“Two more glasses and another bottle of vodka,” Byron ordered when the waiter appeared.

“Very well sir,” the man replied and then he turned to fetch the booze.

“What about your girl?” the bald man asked me. He didn’t even look at Z.

“I’ll drink,” Z said with a shrug of her shoulders. “Now that we are friends and all.”

“Yes,” said one of the blonde women.

“We are the best of friends,” finished the other, and they both looked at me hungrily.
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Zeta Hack - Chapter 7

Z and I spent the next three hours drinking with Byron and the two blonde concubines who I thought were his bodyguards. The bald man got rather drunk, hit on Z more than a few times, and ended up almost passing out on the couch. As soon as he began to doze off, one of the women prompted him to give me instructions for tomorrow, and the man told me to meet him in the lobby of the hotel fifteen minutes before nine in the morning.

Then one of the blonde women specified that I needed to come alone.

I’d nursed only two glasses of vodka for the entire three hours, but Z partook of five, and I could tell she was buzzed by the way she rubbed my shoulders, leaned against my chest, and giggled every time I said something close to funny.

She’d been able to walk fine in her high platform heels, and it seemed like most of her buzz had faded by the time we cashed in our chips and returned to the hotel lobby. We used our winnings to book two more nights and then walked to the elevator that would take us up to our room. We had both been silent during our walk, but I imagined she was thinking the same thing I was, and I wasn’t surprised when she opened her mouth to speak.

“So …” she started to say as soon as the elevator doors closed.

“Why did you kiss me?” I asked.

“Uhhh. Didn’t you see what was going on there? Fucker wasn’t happy that we lied to him, and those kitties on his arms looked like they wanted to rip my face off. Something about them was all sorts of crazy.” Z leaned against the opposite wall of the elevator and closed her eyes for a moment.

“I was about to explain--”

“Why did you kiss me back?” she interrupted me.

“You were right. It worked out after we did it,” I said.

“Ugh, you sound like you didn’t like it,” she said.

“Does it matter if I liked it?”

“What if I say it does?” Her blue eyes opened and stared at me. “What if I say that I loved kissing you, and that I thought you returned my kiss, and that I’ve never felt closer to a man than I have with you, and when you kissed me I never wanted it to end?”

I returned her stare for a few moments and carefully thought about what to say.

But I couldn’t think of anything immediately.

“What’s ah matter? Cat got ah your tongue?” she asked before she started to giggle. Her words were slurring together, and a trace of her Trappist - 1e accent was coming out.

“You are drunk,” I said.

“No.” She stopped laughing, and then the elevator door opened.

“Let’s go,” I said, and we walked down the hallway toward our room. Then she did stumble a bit, and I reached out to hold onto her arm.

“Damn shoes,” she hissed, but I didn’t say anything.

We got to our door, and I took out the keycard to open it.

“Why is there just one bed?” she asked as she pulled free of my grasp and walked to the bathroom.

“I didn’t ask for two, sorry.”

“Of course you didn’t. It’s okay,” she said as she closed the door to the bathroom.

I took off my new shoes, coat, shirt, pants, and then hung everything in our closet before putting on my jeans again. I didn’t really have any pajamas, and I realized I didn’t know the required attire for the meeting tomorrow. The Yakuza had a specific dress code that entailed a sports coat over a loose dress shirt and slacks. Byron’s men all wore suits, so I’d probably have to wear the same outfit tomorrow.

“Adam?” I heard Z call out to me, and I walked to the bathroom.

“Yeah?”

“I need help with the dress again, sorry.”

“Not a problem,” I said as she opened the door.

I stepped into the bathroom, and the beautiful hacker turned away from me. I slid open the back of her black dress to expose her bare skin, and Z let out a sigh. She was facing the mirror, and our eyes met in the reflection.

We stared at each other for much too long.

“I’m going to sleep on the couch.” I cleared my throat and stepped out of the bathroom. Fuck, what was wrong with me? I knew I had feelings for Eve. Why was I getting all flustered around Z? Was it the kiss? I had kissed plenty of women in my life, but I hadn’t really felt this way with any of them, except for Eve.

That was when I knew she was the woman for me. I’d never been much of a romantic, but kissing the dark-haired beauty made my heart soar, and I’d thought I knew exactly what I wanted.

But now I’d kissed Z, and I was really confused.

I checked the transponder the redhead woman had given us and saw that there was a missed message. A quick toggle of the buttons played it across the speaker, and I sat on the couch while I listened.

“You are supposed to check in every night. Better make it quick. My jail is filling up,” the woman’s voice said. I checked the time, and the message had been left two hours ago.

“Shit,” I growled as I called the woman who imprisoned Eve.

“Took you long enough,” she said.

“I don’t know your name,” I replied.

“Good.”

“Good?” I asked.

“Yes. So if you fuck up and get caught, you won’t have anyone’s name to give them,” she said with a dry laugh.

“I can just say the sexy redhead in upper management. I’m sure there aren’t many of you.”

“You think I’m sexy? You aren’t bad looking yourself,” the woman replied.

“You are threatening to kill my friend,” I stated.

“Who are you talking to?” Z asked as she leaned out of the bathroom. She was wearing a silk kimono she must have found hanging by the showers. I waved to her and pointed at the transponder. The blonde hacker frowned and then walked over to stand next to me.

“I haven’t killed your friend,” the redhead said. “What news do you have for me?”

“We met with Byron Jacobs. I have a job with him now.”

“A job? What kind of job?” the woman asked.

“Bodyguard, or muscle. He’s having a meeting tomorrow morning for breakfast. Something about this gang named the Bettas out of District C.”

“Good info, not what I’m looking for, but you’ll get something out of the meeting. Call me tomorrow night and update me.”

“Is that all you want?” Z asked.

“Is that all the news?” the other woman asked.

“Yes,” I replied.

“Then you better get a move on. The clock is ticking for your friend. I might just decide to seize your ship as well.”

“Why would you do that?” Z asked with obvious rage in her voice.

“Because I can? You know, I used to be a pilot. Pretty damn good actually. Then I ended up on Queen’s Hat, and my captain did a bunch of stupid shit. Got himself killed along with most of the crew. Authorities took my bird, and then I got a job here.”

“So you’ll do to us what someone did to you?” I asked.

“No,” she answered. “Get me what I need, and I’ll let your ship and friend with the red eyes go. I’m done talking now.”

“Fucking bitch,” Z said after the transponder went dead. “If she tries to take Persephone, I’m going to ruin her if it is the last thing I do.”

“Agreed,” I said as I looked up at the blonde hacker. We stared at each other a few moments, and then Z’s face turned red.

“I’m uhhh. Gonna go to bed. You need to get ready?” she asked as she turned from me.

“Yeah. I’ll brush my teeth,” I said as I walked into the bathroom.

A few minutes later I was done brushing, and I returned to the main room. I’d turned off the light and found a comfortable spot on the couch, but I didn’t fall asleep instantly, and I heard Z toss and turn in the bed on the other side of the room.

“Adam?” she said after ten minutes.

“Yeah?”

“You didn’t answer me during dinner. Or in the elevator.”

“I thought you were drunk.”

“I wasn’t at dinner, and I was only a little buzzed in the elevator,” she said.

“Ahh,” I said, and I felt my heart hammer in my chest.

“That’s not an answer.”

“I don’t know,” I said.

“What does that mean?”

“It means I had everything figured out when we first docked in Queen’s Hat. I’m the damn captain. I need to keep a level head during all this,” I said.

There were a few more minutes of silence.

“That’s not really an answer either,” she said.

“Did you mean what you said in the elevator?” I asked, but as soon as the words left my mouth, I knew they were the wrong ones.

Unless she said no.

“About what?” she asked.

“I think you know about what,” I replied.

There were a few more moments of silence, and I heard Z toss and turn again in her bed.

“Yes,” she whispered, “and I feel both elated and terrible at the same time. I hate myself, but I don’t know how to stop it.”

I realized my eyes were open, and I closed them and took a few long breaths.

“You are quiet,” she said at last.

“What do you want me to say?” I asked.

“I want you to tell me why I’m here instead of Eve. I want you to tell me why you two didn’t sleep together during the seventeen days we were in hyperspace. I want you to tell me why you are always protecting me. I want you to tell me why you kissed me back.”

“None of the answers will help us,” I said.

“Help us? Or help you?”

“Help you,” I said.

“I’m a big girl. I’ve had my heart broken before,” Z said. “You were there last time.”

I didn’t answer for a few moments, and my mind tried to put together the right answer that wouldn’t hurt her feelings, but also wouldn’t progress our relationship to the point where we couldn’t turn back. I wasn’t good with this kind of stuff. I was good at punching people, either with my fists or my bullets.

“This bed is big enough for both of us. You don’t need to sleep on the couch,” Z whispered.

“That would be dangerous,” I said.

“Is that a yes or a no?” she asked.

“What would you tell Eve?”

“I wouldn’t need to tell her anything. She’d know what was in my mind and my heart,” Z answered, and it was probably the wisest words I had heard her say since I had known her.

“That is why we didn’t sleep together in hyperspace. We didn’t want to hurt your feelings,” I admitted.

“Then why did you kiss me so passionately?”

“I had to make it convincing,” I said.

“You have me convinced, and you still haven’t answered my question.”

“I thought this mission would be easier with Eve, so I asked the woman if she could come with me, but she thought that meant Eve was my lover and you weren’t,” I admitted. “She wanted Eve as the leverage.”

“Oh,” Z whispered.

“I’m always protecting you because you are my friend, and you would do the same for me.”

“Yeah,” Z whispered.

“I kissed you because it felt amazing, and now I don’t know what to think, or feel.”

Z didn’t say anything, and I waited impatiently for her response. I was almost about to ask her, but she sat up on her bed and stared at me. The room was dark, but my eyes adjusted as soon as the lights to the bathroom turned off, and I guessed hers had during the time we had been speaking.

“That couch is too small for you. You can’t even lay out on it.”

“No,” I said, but my knees were pulled up to my chest.

“Come here,” she said as she flipped the covers over.

“I can’t,” I whispered.

“You mean you won’t?”

“We both know what will happen. Let’s leave it at that. I love Eve.”

“And I love you, and you love me. Or so your kiss said.” Z sighed and then lay back down in the bed. “We’ll talk about it when we get her out of jail.”

“Agreed. Let’s focus on that,” I said as I felt the tension in my shoulders melt.

“Good night, Adam.”

“Good night, Z.”
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Zeta Hack - Chapter 8

One of the blonde twins had said to meet at nine, but I was waiting in the hotel of the lobby at eight. Byron and his two women came in at the exact time specified, and I stood from the lobby couch to greet them.

“On time. I like that,” the bald gangster said. “Did you get some rest last night?”

“Yeah,” I lied. Even after Z and I had said goodnight to each other, we both tossed and turned for another hour. The hacker finally fell asleep, and she hadn’t awoken when I prepared to go.

“Here’s the deal, Mate,” Byron said as he pulled his arm from one of the shoulders of the twin girls so he could point at me. “My girls are going to sit in the back of the room while you sit up with me. I’m gonna do all the talking. When things turn sour, you do your thing.”

“When?” I asked with a raised eyebrow.

“Yeah, Mate. I’m expecting these fuckers to try something.” Byron rubbed his hand over his oily face and then yawned.

He didn’t seem concerned about the upcoming meeting, or the possibility of a fight. I guessed it was because of the women. They were both wearing dresses, but I’d guessed last night that they were the man’s real bodyguards, and I wondered what sort of weapons they had concealed in their skirts.

“We still meeting at the smoke shop?” I asked.

“Naw. That was a fib to test if you were working for the fucking cops, but you aren’t. You have a good time with your woman last night?”

“Sure,” I lied again, and my mind drifted back to the conversation with Z. I was glad I hadn’t gotten into bed with her, but I couldn’t pretend that I didn’t have strong feelings for her. I also had them for Eve, and I didn’t know what I was going to do about my relationships with both of them.

My feelings didn’t matter right now. All that mattered was that I got this mission finished so Eve would be released.

“Where are we going?” I asked.

“Coffee place down the road. Let’s take a walk. One of my girls is going to pretend to be yours, I’m only supposed to bring one guard, but we’ll tell them we were out partying all night. These guys don’t care about dames.”

“Okay,” I said as one of the twins disengaged from Byron and wrapped her left hand around my right bicep. I glanced down at her nails during her movement and did see the flash of metal under her claws.

“He’s got nice muscles,” the twin who held my arm said with a sigh. Her perfume was thick, but it smelled of gardenias and it was very pleasant.

“No shit. Don’t be getting any ideas, girl,” the gangster said as he shot the woman a stare.

“Awwww,” she sighed, but then she let out a light chuckle that was slightly mocking. The sound was odd, and I felt a chill run down my spine when I began to suspect that the two women might not actually be Byron’s guards.

They might actually be in charge.

Either way, it never hurt to be pleasant to women, so I smiled at the pretty blonde one on my arm, and gestured to the door of the lobby.

“This way, my lady. I’ll escort you.”

“Oh, and polite. I like you,” she whispered as the four of us exited the hotel.

The street was busy with pedestrians, and I found myself a bit distracted by the clothes everyone wore. I didn’t know how they convinced everyone to dress with this Victorian theme, but I estimated that nine out of every ten people walking the streets were wearing outfits similar to ours. The few that weren’t dressed fancy wore what I would have expected: space jumpsuits, or utilitarian pants and armored jackets. The people I did see dressed in “normal” clothes seemed to be a bit confused by their surroundings, and most of them were checking their transponder maps so they could navigate the streets.

“How do you like our corner of Queen’s Hat?” the woman on my arm whispered to me as we strolled behind Byron and his girl.

“I kind of like the clothes, and the styling of the buildings. Reminds me of the ancient movies I’ve seen of England.” I glanced over at the twin and saw her studying me intently. “How long have you lived here?”

“All of my life.”

“I heard a few million people live here. How many districts are there?” I asked.

“There are eight. Districts A through H,” she answered.

“Have you been to all of them?”

“All but H,” she answered with a half smile.

“Why not H?”

“It was the old Nebula Gammon district.” The blonde woman shrugged as she adjusted her long hair out of her face. “The citizens of Queen’s Hat protested their leadership a long time ago. From what I understand, there were riots, and part of that district was destroyed.”

“And no one has repaired it?” I asked.

“I think they have, but I don’t think anyone goes in there. It’s the crown part of the station, in the middle of everything, but people say it is haunted.”

“Huh,” I said as I chewed on her words. It was common practice for space travelers to be superstitious. Accidents on a ship could take the lives of the entire crew quickly and violently. There were an unknown number of ships and stations floating in space with all of their crew dead. Scavengers and military normally performed clean-up operations when these vessels were found, but I’d never liked the job, even when I didn’t believe in ghosts.

Now I believed in a whole lot of things I once thought were superstition.

“You have a starship?” she asked. “Sister and I have always thought about leaving Queen’s Hat and exploring the universe.”

“Yeah, but she’s down right now,” I replied.

“Oh?” the woman raised an eyebrow.

“Yeah. Engines. I need an engineer. But I don’t have money, so…” I gestured to Byron.

“Perhaps I can help,” she whispered.

“You know an engineer? Or someone who does drive repair?” I asked.

“I know many people. Perhaps if you scratch our backs, I’ll scratch yours,” she whispered and then winked at me.

“I’m already working for your boss,” I whispered with a chuckle. “Or am I really working for you?”

“You are smarter than you look.” The woman smirked.

“What’s your name? I keep thinking of you as ‘one of the twins’. I’m sure you get that a lot.” She was actually pleasant to talk to, and I was further convinced she and her sister were actually pulling Byron’s strings.

“I’m Paula, and we do get that a lot,” she said with a laugh. “My sister is Kasta.” She nodded to the pair walking in front of us.

“Pleased to meet you,” I said.

“I find myself liking you more, Adam. Part of me doesn’t want to help you with your ship, so that you can stay with us longer.” Paula’s smile was all sorts of charming.

“I like you as well. How did you end up with Byron? He doesn’t seem--”

“He’s helped us.” Paula shrugged slender shoulders. “It’s hard for women to get things done on Queen’s Hat.”

“I see,” I said, and I was now convinced that the two women were actually in charge of Byron’s criminal operations.

“This is the place.”

Byron and Kasta maneuvered around some tables and entered the doorway of the coffee shop. The place was named Peeking Steam, and the interior was a collage of red, brown, and black aged brick, with an endless array of copper pipes attached to the walls and ceiling. At first, I thought the pipes were just for decoration, but there were old fashioned pressure gauges placed throughout the labyrinthine mess, and their red needles spun in time with the baristas pushing coffee out of the massive machine behind the counter.

The place was packed, and Byron pushed people aside so that he could lead us toward the back of the shop. Once we were there, I saw another door leading to a small restaurant. The bald gangster shoved open the door, and we followed him inside.

The place looked like a small diner. The room was a rectangular shape, and maybe only five meters wide and fifteen meters long. Booths lined one side of the wall opposite a long counter. Everything was crafted with brick, wood, or the same copper pipes which were present in the main room of the cafe.

“You girls sit here,” he said as he pointed to an open booth near where we had entered. They followed his instruction, and I walked with the man to the other side of the small restaurant. Besides the waitress behind the counter, there were only two other booths each with a pair of customers.

“Here,” Byron said as he sat down at a table. It was the only table in the place; the rest of the seating areas were booths, and I noticed the four customers we passed glance at each other when we sat down.

“Those the Bettas?” I whispered to him. The group of four were two men and two women, and I didn’t get any sort of hostile vibes from them.

“Naw. They work for me,” he said. “Hey! You four can clear out now. Watch the streets for them and the fucking cops. Eh?”

The four customers nodded at the bald man, slid out of their booths, and then exited to the cafe.

“Check for the banger under the table,” Byron whispered to me.

“I feel it,” I confirmed as I reached under the table and brushed my hands against the handle of the shotgun. It had two triggers, and I practiced reaching for it a few times.

I hoped I wouldn't have to use it. I imagined Byron would have no problem giving me up to the cops if they came to investigate a shooting, and the walls of the cafe weren’t thick enough to silence the blast of a gun.

“Coffee?” the waitress was at my side and pouring the steaming brown liquid into cups for each of us. Her hand was shaking a bit, and I guessed that she wasn’t working for the gangster. He’d probably taken this store for his business today, and the poor woman had pulled the short straw when they decided who was going to work this shift.

“Yeah, bring us two full Englishes eh? Ask my girls if they want anything.” He nodded to the twin women at the back of the restaurant.

“Yes, sir. What kind of toast do you want?”

“White,” Byron said.

“Same,” I answered before she could ask me.

“And get started on two more of them for when my guests arrive,” Byron ordered.

“Will do. Thank you.” The waitress walked down the restaurant to where the twin blonde women sat.

As the waitress took their order, two men opened the door from the cafe and stepped into the restaurant. They both wore expensive suits, carried canes, and had on top hats. Their clothes weren’t as decorative as those Byron and I wore, but the material looked expensive. The first man to step through was probably as big as me, and his eyes fixed onto our table with an intense stare. The man behind him was thinner, and half a foot taller. He glanced in our direction, pulled a gold pocket watch out of his coat pocket, glanced at it, and then put it back before he followed the larger man past the three women.

“I’m on time,” the man with the watch said.

“I didn’t say shit, Mate,” Byron said before he sipped his coffee.

“You didn’t have to. Your ass-face says it all,” the man with the pocket watch said as he sat down. His muscle followed suit, and the big man nodded to me.

“That’s not a very friendly way to start a conversation. I even ordered your breakfast.”

“You’ve killed half a dozen of my bookies,” the other man snarled.

“And you killed a few of my guys. You wanted this meeting. I agreed. Now here we are. What ya want, Mate?”

The man with the pocket watch looked at me and then back at Byron. “I think you know what I want.”

“Naw, Mate. If I knew what you wanted. I wouldn’t be so nice to ya.”

“Then let me lay it out for you: You got an agreement with Kar. He’s opening a business in my District. He’s gotta go through me for protection.” the slimy man with the pocket watch pointed his own thumb at his chest.

“You’ll have to talk to Kar about that.” Byron shrugged.

“Yeah. I’ve tried. He won’t talk to me. You’re gonna fix that.”

“See, I’m wondering how big your balls are. You come into my house, after killing my men, then you start making demands of me.” Byron let out a chuckle after he spoke and leaned back in his chair. The gangster didn’t seem phased by anything, and I wondered if he was on some sort of drug.

“My balls are plenty big enough. You agreed to this meeting cause you know you can’t handle your own district and mine as well. That offer you sent me four months ago? It’s insulting. I want ninety percent of what Kar is paying you, or you’re going to have a problem keeping his ass clean. Know what I mean?”

“I think you misunderstand the relationship Kar and I have. We are partners. I don’t work for him. I don’t work for anyone.” Byron paused as the waitress approached the table and set down the food.

“I just got you gents white toast. Hope it’s okay,” she said as she set two plates in front of the other men. The big one nodded at the server, but the leader didn’t pay any attention to her.

“How about a refill? Then you can go.” Byron raised his glass of coffee, and the woman filled it up with a shaking hand. Then she filled up coffee for the other two men, left the pitcher on the table, and walked through the door into the kitchen.

“Go ahead and eat,” Byron said as he gestured to the food. “Talks like this are best done on a full stomach.”

“I’m not gonna eat your poisoned food. Asshole.”

“Look, Mate, you’re here because I want to do business with ya. Here,” Byron moved his fork across the table and scooped up some of the beans off the other man’s plate, then he carefully took a bite out of them. “You got a good breakfast there. The eggs, bacon, sausage, bread, and beans. You’ll think better on a full stomach.” Byron cut into one of his sausages and then scooped up some beans before putting it all into his mouth.

The three of us stared at him for a few moments, but my stomach began to growl, and I followed my new boss’ example. Eating reminded me how long I’d fasted before yesterday. Then I thought of Z alone in our hotel room. I was sure she was awake by now, and I guessed that she’d ordered a bunch of room service. Thoughts of Z reminded me of last night.

I forced my brain to focus on the movements of the two men sitting across the table from me. They had both started eating, but the big one who sat opposite me was also watching me as he ate. There was a bit of posturing there, and I guessed the man wanted to fight me.

I needed to keep my head in the game, not think about my evolving love life.

“See? Good, eh? This is my favorite place.” Byron spoke around a mouthful of food and gestured at the men with his fork.

“Yeah. Isn’t bad,” the man with the watch said.

“You eat fast,” the big man told me after I’d finished wolfing down the food.

“Whoa,” Byron said. “You want another plate?”

“No, thanks. I just eat fast,” I replied. My stomach was screaming for another plate, or seven, but I didn’t want to prolong this meeting.

I also figured this was going to end violently, and I didn’t want to have a full stomach. I hadn’t tasted any of the coffee yet, so I grabbed my cup and took a sip while the other three men finished eating.

“Alright,” the man with the watch said as he set down his fork and wiped his mouth off with a napkin. He’d cleared his plate and used his last piece of bread to wipe up the remaining juices. “Let’s talk about my offer.”

“Offer, eh?” Byron snickered. “Before breakfast, it was a threat.”

“Now I’m in a better mood.”

“Mate, I hear what you’re saying, but we’ve got a big problem. A few actually,” the bald gangster sighed.

“You can’t manage protection for Kar’s operations here and in my district. I know you can’t. Especially when I make it a problem for you. He doesn’t even have to know. My guys will be there instead of yours, and you keep ten percent. It’s a fair deal to you. You get ten for just sitting around. If you have a problem with that offer, then you’re stupid.”

“Mate,” Byron said with a sigh. “My problem is that you aren’t leading the Bettas anymore. I am. So, I don’t really need to pay you anything.”

“What the fuck you talking about?”

“Call your friends, Jackal.” Byron wiped his mouth with his napkin and then took a sip of coffee.

The watch man Byron just called “Jackal” stared. The bald man met his glare, but his facial expression didn’t change. The tension between the four of us had relaxed during the meal, but it now filled the air like static electricity.

“I wanna wipe that fucking expression off your ugly face, Byron,” Jackal seethed. “You know what’s gonna happen if you don’t take my deal?”

“Your gorilla over here is going to pull his gun and shoot me, and then your twelve boys outside are going to rush in and take out the crew I have in the cafe. You’ve also got another thirty men at Kar’s hotel, and you’ll think you can kill my guys in the lobby there,” the bald man answered with obvious boredom, and I saw Jackal's face twist with confusion.

“What the--”

“Call your friends, Jackal,” Byron demanded again.

The other man’s mouth formed a line, and I saw his eyes narrow. The big guy on the opposite side of the table from me rested his hand on the polished wood, and he leaned forward so the front of his jacket opened. There was a bulge near his armpit, and I guessed that the gun wasn’t large.

“Naw, no need to call them,” Jackal said with a small chuckle. “You’re just going to--”

“Call your fucking friends!” Byron slammed his hand on the table, and the plates leapt into the air.

Big fucker reached into his coat, but I was already moving.

I didn’t want to shoot the guy since that would alert everyone in the coffee shop as to what was going on. Instead, I reached across the table and grabbed the man’s right wrist a hair before it disappeared into his coat. His arm was thick, but my hands were large, so I had no problem holding onto him.

My opponent hadn’t expected my speed and continued to try and reach for his gun as he turned his left shoulder away from me. The movement convinced me that he wasn’t actually trained in any sort of martial arts since it was the kind of defense someone who had never fought a stronger opponent would use. His twist didn’t dislodge my fingers from his grip, but it did give me access to his head, and I reached over the table with my left hand to grab under his chin. A simple lift made his head tilt backward, and I yanked him toward the edge of the table to trip him up.

The big man went down, and I slammed my knee into his stomach as soon as he landed. His breath came out with a gasp, and he reached up with his left hand to grab at my face.

Jackal let out a shout when I body-slammed his guard, but I couldn’t look around to see what the smaller man was doing. I couldn’t let go of his right hand or he’d pull his gun, so I snatched his left arm with my left hand and leaned down so my fingers folded over his neck. The big fucker was really strong, but I possessed tiger strength. I also had years of hand-to-hand and joint manipulation combat training the big man lacked. As soon as I got his arm over his throat, I jerked my knee up to lay across his right arm so that it was pinned to his chest.

The man couldn’t pull his gun now, and I had my right hand free. I thought about choking him out, but it would probably take too long, so I slammed my palm into his face once, twice, and a third time to knock him unconscious. The struggle only took a handful of seconds, and I glanced back at Jackal to ensure he hadn’t pulled out a weapon. The man hadn’t, so I reached into his guard’s coat and pulled out the gun. It was a revolver with the trigger guard filed off so someone with my size hand could fit their finger against the trigger.

“Looks like your man was carrying an illegal weapon,” I said as I cracked open the cylinder. The bullets were a small caliber, maybe only 5mm, but they would have punched a hole through a skull at such a close range.

“I didn’t know he was--” Jackal started to say, but Byron cut him off.

“Are you fucking with me, Mate? He’s your man. I knew he had a fucking gun on him.”

“You shoot me, you’re going to have all my men in here in a--”

“Jackal, you are all kinds of stupid. I’ve been telling you to call your friends because I’ve already taken care of them. I’m frankly a bit upset that my clever maneuvering is lost on such a thick-headed bloke like you. I’ve been planning this coup for a good two months.”

“Two months?” the man with the pocket watch squeaked.

“Yeah, Mate. You see, you’re right. I can’t handle Huyan Kar’s new business in your district, so I was going to come ask you for a partnership. Well, I was debating between partnering or just taking over your crew. Then you had to go and kill some of my blokes. Really soured my feelings toward you. I always thought you were a little shit, but you kinda screwed yourself.”

“Listen, Byron. Let’s talk about this. You’re right, I shouldn’t have come after you. Ninety percent was too much to ask. You let me walk out of here, and I’ll put my guys to the task for a flat fee. Let’s say a hundred a day. It’s a fair deal.”

“Ahhh, Jackal,” the bald gangster said with a sigh. “I’m afraid that’s not gonna do at all. You see, Mate, there is no ‘your guys’ anymore. They are my guys, and I’m not so sure I want to pay you to manage my guys.”

“How about I work for you then?” Jackal asked desperately. “I’ve learned my lesson, and--”

“That’s a great idea!” Byron said with a dry chuckle. “I need help running that district, these guys already know you, and I’m sure I can trust you to handle my affairs over there.”

“Uhhh. You can?” Jackal seemed confused.

“Mate, why do you think you are alive right now? I could have killed you as soon as you murdered my men, but instead, I just kicked ya around a little bit to see what you were made of. Now I know. You’re a spineless little shit that will do whatever he can to survive. I can use someone like that. What do you say?”

“Yes! Thank you!” Jackal said with obvious relief.

“Good!” Byron sat up in his chair and straightened his coat. “There’s just one problem, Mate. You did try to take me out. I’m one to let bygones be, but I’ve just taken over your crew, and my men kind of want some revenge.”

Jackal’s face turned five shades whiter.

“What do you--”

“Let’s go in the kitchen.” The bald gangster said as he stood and nodded to the back room. “Adam?”

“Yeah, boss.” I put the small revolver in my pocket and grabbed onto Jackal’s arm. I’d been with the Yakuza long enough to know what was about to happen. Jackal would need to be punished so others would know he offended Byron. It would have to be some sort of torture that everyone could see, like removing a finger.

And I was going to have to do the cutting.

I pulled Jackal past the counter of the small restaurant and told myself that he was a crime boss. He was a murderer, a drug dealer, and had probably been dealing with the slave trade in the station. He was an evil man, who would have likely gotten a kick out of torturing me, or women, or children.

I told myself that I needed to do what I could to free Eve.

I still didn’t like it though. It was one thing to beat someone up in a fight or kill them in combat, but my stomach began to twist as I pulled the man in the kitchen, and I had to take a few deep breaths to steady my nerves.

“Ahh good! The grill is still on,” Byron said as he gestured to the long sheet of metal in the kitchen. A large greasy man was cleaning up there, and he bowed his head when he saw Byron.

“Take a few minutes off, Gus,” the bald gangster said, and the cook ran out of the room.

“Isn’t personal, Mate. Okay, well, maybe it is. Adam, let’s give our new friend here a facelift.”

“Got it, boss,” I said as calmly as I could.

I thought of Eve again as I grabbed the screaming man, and I reminded myself once more of the evil he had probably wrought on his district of the station.

Then I pushed the right side of his face onto the smoking hot grill.

“Ahhhhhhhhhhh!” I only held him down for three seconds, but I knew the damage had been done. He’d probably have to go to a hospital and either spend a lot of money to get skin grafts or spend the rest of his life with an ugly scar there.

“Ehhh. I’m a fan of symmetry. I think we should do his other side,” Byron said as he rubbed his chin and inspected the ruins of Jackal’s smoking face.

“No! No! No!” the burning man screamed. I imagined his shouts were loud enough to hear through the walls of the coffee shop, but no one was coming in here.

“You gonna be a good boy?” Byron’s eyes narrowed.

“Yes! Yes, I will! Please!”

“Alright.” The bald man nodded to me, and I let go of Jackal’s neck. He fell to the greasy floor of the kitchen and began to sob.

“I don’t want to see your half-face until tomorrow morning, be here at nine, so we can talk about what you are going to be doing for me. You get it, Mate?”

“Yes!” Jackal cried.

“Now get the fuck out of here.” Byron made a half-assed kick, and Jackal took it before he got up to his feet and rushed out the door of the kitchen.

“Ahhh. That’s a problem fixed.” Byron still had his cup of coffee in his hand, and he set his eyes on me as he took a sip. “Let’s go talk to my girls.”

I followed the man out into the restaurant. The twin blonde women were still the only people present, and they stood as we approached. Both of the women wrapped their arms around their man, showered his face with kisses, and then the three of them turned to look at me.

“I like this one,” Paula whispered into Byron’s ear, and I could only hear it because of my heightened senses. “I like his woman also. She is delicious. Give him money and have them meet us tonight with Kar.”

“You did good, Adam,” Byron said as he reached into his coat pocket. “Here’s a few thousand R-credits. Take your woman out today and buy her something sexy to wear tonight. I’m talking hot, Mate. We are going to be meeting one of my business partners, and I want to introduce you to him.” Byron pulled out four R-credit cards and handed them to the twin that hadn’t whispered in his ear.

“Sounds good,” I said as Paula stepped toward me.

I held my hand out to take the cards from her, but she stepped into my chest, slid her hand over my pecs to open my coat, and then pushed the cards into my pocket there. Her lithe body was pressed against mine, and I looked at Byron with surprise. The man didn’t seem to care that his woman was grinding against me.

“There you go,” Paula said as she withdrew her hands from my pockets. Then she licked her finger suggestively, ran the tip across my lips, danced her fingers down my chest, and rubbed the crotch of my pants. I didn’t know if I should pull away from her, or stand there and let her fondle me, or… I couldn’t think through my surprise. Byron just laughed, and the woman smirked at me before she gave me one last gentle squeeze.

“Thanks, Paula,” I said with a careful smile.

“Oh, I’m Kasta.” She winked and blew me a kiss.

“Shit, sorry.”

“I like him,” the one who I now knew was Paula said to Byron.

“Of course you do.” He chuckled and then shrugged to me. “Dames eh? Maybe you might want to do a swap later tonight? My two for your one?”

“I’m not--”

“Think about it,” Kasta said as she slid her tongue across her full lips.

“Where should I meet you tonight?” I asked to change the subject.

“Place called Benjo. We’ll have dinner there. Eight sharp,” the man said. “Don’t forget to buy your girl something sexy. She’s a looker.” Byron gave me the kind of grin that made me want to punch his face in, but I kept my anger in check.

“Great. See you then,” I said, and we made our way out of the restaurant.
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Zeta Hack - Chapter 9

I returned to my hotel room to find Z stepping out of the shower. She was just wearing a towel around her chest, and the bottom barely covered the tops of her thighs. Her cheeks turned bright red as soon as she saw me enter, and she closed the door halfway with her foot.

“How did it go?” she asked.

“I did what I had to do. I’ve got a small revolver and a few extra thousand R-credits. We’ve got a dinner meeting tonight at eight with Byron, his two women, and Huyan Kar.”

“Damn, good job. We are moving along. I was a little worried when we got turned away from the club last night, but now we have over ten grand and a meeting. If we keep this up, Eve will be freed by tomorrow night,” Z called out from the bathroom. I looked in the direction of her voice and caught a glimpse of backside as she unwound the towel from her body. I quickly turned away and moved to sit on the chair facing the opposite direction.

I had to push this aside and focus. Eve needed me.

“So…” I heard her call out.

“So?” I asked over my shoulder.

There was a pause, and I feared she was going to bring up last night.

“What are we going to do all day?” The way the blonde hacker asked the question made me think she had an idea, but I didn’t want to ask her.

“Byron wants you to wear something sexy, so you could go dress shopping,” I said.

“Ewww. That guy is so gross.”

“I think the twins like you. They told him to invite both of us tonight,” I said.

“They are both beautiful, but I think they are into some kinky shit. One of them let Mr. Ugly get her off at the casino.”

“I get that feeling as well,” I said as I remembered what the one did to me when she gave me the card, but then again, I’d walked with Paula to the coffee shop, and the conversation had been normal enough.

“I’m not really one to wear dresses. I’m more of a jeans and t-shirt person, but I liked what you got me last night…” her voice trailed off, and I almost turned around to look in the direction of the bathroom.

“Yeah. It looked nice on you,” I said.

Z didn’t say anything for a few moments, and I wanted to scream. We’d made significant progress in our mission in twenty-four hours, but I felt as if everything was now a hundred times more complicated.

“Will you go shopping with me?” she finally asked.

If this were yesterday, a yes or no answer wouldn’t have meant anything. Now I felt as if my decision would have a drastic impact on our relationship.

“Yeah,” I said, even though I knew it was probably the wrong answer. “I’d like that.”

“Great. Maybe we can start with the plac--”

“Hold on,” I interrupted her as my transponder began to pulse. I fished the device out of my pocket and unwound the screen. The redheaded security officer was displayed, and she wore her usual sour expression.

“How did it go?” she asked.

“Byron has taken over the operations of the Bettas gang from a man named Jackal. You know him?”

“Yep. He’s a little asshole sniffer. This is an interesting turn of events. From everything I knew, Byron was going to get murdered at the meeting today,” the woman said as she pulled a cigarette out of a new pack.

“You knew he was going to get hit, and you knew I was going to be at the meeting, but you didn’t tell me?”

“That would take the fun out of it.” She smirked, and then put the cigarette between her lips and lit it with a match.

“I thought you were interested in me finding proof of Izetta Baccala’s involvement with the slave and drug trade?” I tried to keep my voice calm, but the beast in my stomach wanted me to walk to the police station and kill the woman, free Eve, and blast away from this place.

“You are a resourceful guy. I had no doubt you’d get out of that without a hitch.” She shrugged her slender shoulders and blew out a long plume of smoke. “Awwwww. Don’t get all mad, handsome. I’ve got something that will make you feel better.”

“Yeah?” I asked with a snarl I couldn’t control.

“You know what they say about good work?” she puffed a perfect O-ring of smoke and then smirked.

“The reward is more work,” I said. “I don’t know how that is good for me.” I saw Z step out of the bathroom with her jeans and t-shirt on, and the hacker sat on the couch next to me so she could hear better.

“Here’s the deal: I suspect one of my colleagues is buying slaves from Baccalas. If any of my own people find out, it would be disastrous for morale. Personally, I don’t really give a fuck about that sort of stuff, but the troops need it to feel better about themselves. I want you to take your pretty spaceship, fly around to District E, stake out the spot where I think the exchange is going to take place and snap some photographs of the deal. The meeting is in two hours, so you best get moving.”

“I’m not your bitch.” My voice came out in a growl that made Z’s eyes open wide. “You’ve captured one of my friends, threatened her life, and then--”

“Listen, scum,” the woman’s green eyes narrowed and her growl matched mine. “You don’t understand your role now. I had every right to throw you and your two bitches out of the airlock when you killed the bank robbers. Sure, you can whine all you want about it being fair, but it’s our law, and my job is to uphold it. I’ve done you favor after favor, and you seem to be ungrateful. With a snap of my fingers, I could have you hauled in again, throw you out into space, and then take your pretty ship. I don’t want to hear any more bullshit from you. I had actually thought about giving you a reward for completing this little side job, but now I’m going to--”

“What was the reward?” Z leaned into me and rested her hand on my arm. Her touch actually relaxed me a bit, and I was able to keep the tiger in my soul from taking over my mind.

“Oh, I don’t think it is even worth--”

“Please,” Z begged uncharacteristically. “Forgive Adam. He’s a bit stressed out. We do miss our friend. We want to help you, but you have to help us help you.”

The redhead puffed a few more times on her cigarette while she seemed to debate changing her mind. Z’s fingers gripped my arm, and just like when we had gambled together last night. I knew she didn’t want me to do anything.

“Alright. You’ve convinced me to be forgiving. Is this yours?” the redhead said as she lifted a device that looked about the size of a transponder. There was a white cord coiled around the thin cylinder, and I heard Z’s breath catch.

“Yeah, that’s my computer,” my friend said.

“Can your computer interface with a camera that has a BATA wireless interface?”

“Yes. Easily,” Z said quickly.

“Good. I’ll have the camera, and the computer waiting for you at your ship. If you help me, I’ll think about giving you your R-credit card back. I imagine you are about to run out of money staying in the hotel you are in. We have a deal?” She looked at me and took another long pull from her smoke.

“Agreed,” I said. I didn’t want the job, but I knew having Z’s computer would really help. The money would be useful also. We could use it to begin the process of buying food supplies for Persephone and Jatal’s people.

“We need our ship’s transponders.” Z leaned over me so she could see more in the camera.

“Hmmmm.” The woman’s lips twisted as she thought about the request. “Very well. Meet me there in ten minutes.”

“It will take us thirty to walk--” Z started to protest, but then the transponder turned off. The blonde woman let loose with a string of guttural curse words in a language I didn’t understand.

“It will be alright. We just need to do this. At least you’ll get your computer back.” I shrugged and stood.

“Yeah, that will be useful. I feel like we are walking around the city blind. That is, if this redheaded wench even gives us our shit. I have a feeling she’s gonna doublecross us. Ugh!” Z put her head in her hands and let out a sigh.

“We’ll get through this. We’ll save Eve,” I said to reassure her.

“Yeah. I know we will. Just feels like we are walking around with giant ‘kick me’ signs taped to our backs, and everyone is taking their turn. My ass is so fucking bruised. When are we going to catch a break?”

“We did win really big at blackjack last night, and we seem to be in Byron’s good graces,” I said.

“Yeah, but we shouldn’t have even gotten into this mess. Should have just let them rob us.”

“I was going to, but then they hit you,” I said without thinking about what the words meant.

Z and I stared at each other for a few moments. I thought she would have a smart ass remark, but she nodded and then looked down at the carpet.

“Why?” she whispered.

“I’m not going to let anyone hurt my friends.”

“Friends? You’ve saved my life too many times to count.” She raised an eyebrow, and our eyes met again.

“We talked about this before, and I need to change,” I said to change the subject.

“Yeah, I guess it would be hard to sneak around when I’m wearing jeans, and you are wearing a suit. Ugh, we aren’t going to have time to buy a dress. Gonna sound strange, but I was actually looking forward to shopping with you. I imagined you’d have that dour look on your face when I loaded your big arms up with tons of bags.” Z let out a laugh.

“Yeah. Does sound like fun. Almost normal. I haven’t been normal for a long time,” I said as I walked over to the dresser where I’d hung my clothes and began to take off the suit I’d worn for breakfast. I’d washed my street clothes back on Persephone, but they smelled like they needed it again, or they needed to be thrown in a dumpster. Maybe I’d buy new ones if we had time today.

I took off my shirt and hung it up before slipping my shoes off and removing my pants. Z cleared her throat, and I glanced over my shoulder to see her watching me from her seat on the couch.

“You can look away,” I said as I put on my jeans.

“Sorry, I forgot to,” she said with a snicker. I turned my head around again to look at her, and I saw her face was red.

“You blush a lot,” I said.

“Yeah.” She shrugged and then seemed to blush more.

“We are going to have to hurry. Get your shoes on,” I ordered.

“Aye, Captain,” she said as she put on her shoes and then met me at the door.

We moved through District B at a jogging pace. I knew how to get back to the police station, but Z told me we would need to take the public tube transit system three stops to reach the harbor. Then it would take us another few minutes to get to Persephone. There was no way we were going to be on time, and I just hoped the redheaded woman didn’t decide to hurt Eve because we were tardy.

I didn’t know what to expect when I got to our dock, but I recalled my captor telling me that Persephone would be guarded. We didn’t see any men around our part of the dock, but the tube entrance was cracked open.

“You’re late,” the redheaded woman said as we stepped into the tube.

She sat on the lip of Persephone's opened bay door. She was wearing tight blue jeans, and a thick leather jacket over a cream colored blouse. Her boots were the same color of brown leather as her jacket, and the sides rose up almost to her knees.

“You didn’t give us enough time to get here,” Z explained.

“I don’t care about your excuses,” the woman glared at Z, and the blonde hacker returned her scowl.

“You have my computer?” my friend asked.

“Here,” the redhead said as she pulled the device out of her jacket. I saw that she also wore twin handguns holstered there, and I guessed her thick jacket was also armored.

“And our transponders?” Z asked as she took her computer from the policewoman.

“Hmmm. I have them, but I’d rather wait until after we return.”

“We?” I asked. “I thought that--”

“I thought about just sending you two, but then I changed my mind. I want to catch this fucker myself and make the arrest as soon as we have the digital proof. Also, I still don’t trust you to come back for your woman.”

“Lady, we’ll come back. We want our friend, and the money you stole from us,” Z said.

“I didn’t steal any money from you, scum,” the woman sighed. “You are criminals and have no possessions I can’t take.” The redhead looked back to Persephone and smiled. “Including your ship. She is really nice. I don’t have time for a tour though. Take me to the bridge and let’s jet over to the other side of the station.”

“Couldn’t we get there as fast through the tube system?” I asked.

“No, or else we’d just take the tube. Let’s go.”

“You have our money?” Z said. I noticed the blonde woman was clutching her computer, and I guessed she was relieved to have it again.

“When we get back. Let’s go, scum.” She gestured into Persephone’s bay.

Z and I looked at each other, and then the woman followed us inside.

“You all have handguns on board?” she asked as we rode the elevator to the bridge.

“Yeah,” I said.

“Bring them when we leave,” the woman ordered.

“It’s illegal to have weapons on the--” Z began, but the other woman shot her a dead stare.

“You should just focus on being pretty instead of thinking. It will work better for you.”

Z’s mouth opened, and I saw her arms tense at her side.

“That’s enough,” I growled at the redhead.

“The problem with scum like you is--” the woman started to say, but I was sick of hearing this woman insult my friend, and my left hand circled her throat a second before I lifted her into the air and slammed her back into the metal panel of the elevator.

I half expected my throttle to knock the wind out of the woman, but the cop grabbed my left wrist with her left hand and kicked me in the chest while she fished in her coat for her pistol with her right hand. The toe of her boot did hurt when she kicked me, but the pain was fleeting, and I managed to pull her hand out of her coat with my right hand, and then pinch it against the wall of the elevator with my left elbow.

“Adam!” Z shouted, but it was taking most of my willpower to keep the monster from taking over my body.

“Stop,” I growled at the cop as I dug through her coat and pulled out her semi-automatic pistol. It was a little too small for my hand, but I found the safety easily enough, flipped it off, and then rested the open barrel against the woman’s forehead.

“Adam!” Z’s hands were on my back, but it sounded like she was shouting at me from a hundred meters away.

“I killed the robbers in the bank because they hurt my woman. Save your insults for me, not her.” I felt the tiger trying to push out into my spine, and I took a deep breath to calm myself before I continued. “My two friends are good people, that just want to help others. You’ve been unfair to us. Perhaps you have your reasons, but we aren’t your enemy. We hate slavery. You don’t need to strong arm us, insult us, or threaten us. We’ll help you. Just stop being a fucking bitch.”

Her green eyes were wide open, and she gasped for air. I could feel her pulse rush through my fingers, and the beast wanted revenge.

“Got it?” I asked as the first parts of the transformation tickled my spine. I needed to let her go, or I was going to change. I was too angry and holding her by the neck was triggering all sorts of primal urges in my mutated DNA.

“Yeee,” she whispered.

“Good.” I dropped her down to her feet and released my fingers from her neck. She wore a second gun in her holster, but I still had the one in my hand pointed at her.

“We aren’t your enemy. We aren’t scum. We came here to buy food for a mining colony that desperately needs it. They gave us the last of their rhodium to buy the supplies, and we were converting it to R-credits when the robbers came. I didn’t want to kill them, but they murdered one of the tellers right away, and I felt confident they were going to kill us next.”

The redhead rubbed her neck as she looked at me, but I couldn’t read the expression on her face. The elevator door had opened when I had first picked her up, and I now heard it slide closed behind me.

“You broke our--” she started to say, but I interrupted her.

“The lives of thousands of people are at stake here. They need food. They only have a month or so left. If your laws value the lives of criminals over the lives of good folk trying to survive, then your laws are shit, and your role in the machine means nothing,” I said. “The police are supposed to protect the innocent, not enforce bullshit bureaucracy.”

“I didn’t make them. It’s just my job to--”

“Fuck your job,” I growled at her. “Where is your uniform? I’m going to guess you aren’t wearing it because you aren’t supposed to be working in District E, but you know bad shit is going down, and you are willing to go against regulations to make sure bad people are brought to justice.”

The redhead crossed her arms and looked away from me for a second.

“There is a lot of corruption right now. I don’t know who to trust,” she admitted, but she still didn’t look at me. “I’ve been trying to do everything by the books, but it’s like pushing a boulder up a muddy hill.”

“Are they dealing in slaves?” I asked.

“Yes, or at least, that is what my sources tell me. They are using District H as an avenue to move them between the other districts. It has been under repair for more than fifty years, and I think the government is dragging their ass because most of the officials are involved in the trade.” The woman finally looked at me, and her eyes lacked the animosity they once held.

“Here,” I said as I flicked the safety of her pistol back on and handed it to her. “We’ll help with this. We’ll help with Huyan, Byron, and Izetta also.”

“Uhhh, Adam, you sure?” Z asked when I held the cop’s gun out to her.

“Yeah,” I said as I looked into the woman’s green eyes. “I know her type. They begin to think everyone is a criminal. They think no one has their backs and they are the only people who give a fuck.”

“That’s not it,” the redhead said as she took her pistol.

“Yeah, you’re tough. I get it. Just know that you aren’t alone. You said you were a pilot once?” I asked.

“Yes,” she answered as she slipped her pistol back into her jacket.

“You like being in control. You probably took the security gig because you thought you’d be good at it, and get to atone for some things. You rose through the ranks quickly because you didn’t burn out like the others. Then you got to the top and realized you were all alone.”

“I don’t know where you are getting this from, but you are wrong.” She shook her head.

“Yeah. That’s why you are here on our ship, alone, in street clothes, asking us to help you apprehend a bunch of slave traders.”

I held her eyes for a few more moments, and then she let out a long breath. “We are wasting time. I’ll trust you both for now, but this doesn’t mean we are friends. I need to stop these people. You both better pull your fucking weight.”

I heard Z shuffle behind me, and the doors to the elevator opened again. The three of us walked over the bridge, and I gestured to the set of five seats in the center behind the two pilot cockpits.

“This is your ship?” the woman asked with a raised eyebrow.

“Yeah. She’s ours, and we are hers,” Z said as she wiggled into her seat. Then the blonde woman ran her hand across the controls, and I heard her whisper “Hey Persephone, I missed you a bunch. How you feeling?”

“How?” the woman asked. “This is obviously military. You two look as if you haven’t eaten in a month, and I’ve seen nicer clothes on beggars.”

“If you want our life story, you should start with yours. I thought you had to be somewhere?” Z sneered at the redhead.

“Fine, but I’m sitting here,” the cop said as she slid into the copilot’s seat.

“That’s Eve’s seat,” Z spat.

“You friend isn’t here. She’s in my jail, remember? I feel as if our peace treaty was a little short lived.”

“Fine, but I’m flying,” Z said as she pressed the control buttons.

“We need an approval to launch and land again. I’ve got it,” the redhead said to us before she glanced at her controls. “Can you open the communications? I don’t know your controls.”

“Yeah,” Z agreed as she pressed a few buttons. Then she pointed to the other woman.

“Queen’s Hat, this is…” The woman turned to look at Z.

“Persephone!” my friend hissed.

“Persephone,” the redhead continued. “I’ve got docking approval for 347 - B. Code is FTU - Y8733.”

“Copy that Persephone,” a man’s voice said over the bridge speakers. “You have clear trajectory at heading .80 and 345. We’ll hold 458-B for you for a few hours.”

“Thanks. We’ll prompt when we leave,” the woman said as she gestured for Z to cut the communication.

“Pulling away from the docks,” Z said as I felt Persephone’s gravity tech adjust to the initial movement.

The redhead sat up in her chair and leaned over the wide console that separated her and Z so she could look at the hacker’s movements. Z noticed her proximity and turned to glare at the other woman.

“You mind?”

“Not at all,” the cop said with a smile.

“No. For real. I’m working here. Don’t need you breathing down my neck. I bet you think you’re just so much better than I am.”

“Yep,” the other woman answered. “Did you even train?”

“I’m about to smack a bitch.”

“Yeah, I bet you feel all sorts of confident with your man sitting behind you,” the redhead turned to look at me.

“Focus on the task,” I growled at the woman, and she shifted back to sit in the other pilot seat.

“Just get us over there without flying this nice ship into the station. okay, Blondie?” The cop reached into her jacket pocket and pulled out a pack of smokes.

“No smoking on my bridge,” I said. The woman turned to look at me, realized I was serious, and then let out a long sigh as she put the pack back in her pocket.

Z moved Persephone a few kilometers away from the harbor, then she angled our nose upward before engaging the forward thrust. It only took us ten minutes to fly to the other side, and the three of us didn’t speak during the time.

“I’m docking,” Z said after she angled us into the correct location.

There was a bit of a shudder when Persephone attached to the dock, and the redhead let out a long and noticeable sigh.

“What?” Z said.

“Oh, nothing.”

“Look. I’m not a pilot okay. I had to teach myself how to do all of this.”

“That’s obvious enough.” The other woman shrugged.

Z looked like smoke was about to pour out of her ears, so I cleared my throat and got the attention of the cop.

“What’s your name?” I asked.

“It doesn’t really matter,” the woman said with a shrug.

“No. It matters. I’m Adam. This is Z. We’d like to know your name.”

The woman looked at me and then back at Z. The hacker’s face looked like she’d just kissed a toad, and the redhead’s mouth twisted.

“Juliette,” she answered as her eyes met mine. There was a challenge there, and in some ways, the woman’s intense eyes reminded me of the blonde woman sitting next to her.

“That wasn’t so hard. Let’s get this done.” I stood, and the women followed me.

“Where do you keep your guns?” Juliette asked as we walked past the holographic map.

“We have an armory. It’s by the hold,” I answered.

“How are we going to get it by the first security checkpoint?” Z asked.

“The code I gave control bypasses the clerk check,” Juliette said. “Unfortunately, it will show up on my colleague's personal monitoring system since I issued the code. As I said before, I think he is involved with this trade so he might not be watching his terminals. Even if he does see it, he’ll probably think it is a mix-up and call me first. I doubt he’ll know what I have planned.”

“Hmmm.” Z shook her head at the other woman.

“What?” Juliette asked.

“Oh, nothing. I’m just thinking you aren’t very good with computers.”

“Leave it alone,” I said to Z before Juliette could reply.

“Fine.” The hacker crossed her arms, and the two women glared at each other for the length of the elevator ride.

This was going to be a long stakeout.

I didn’t blame Z for hating the other woman, but if there actually were slavers Juliette knew about, I wanted to help put a stop to the practice. I also thought that assisting the woman would help lubricate some of our future dealings. If the woman decided to give us Eve and our money back now, we could begin looking for an engineer while we investigated Byron, Huyan, and Izzeta. I didn’t want to take too long to return to Jatal, but I also wasn’t going to fly back into Gliese 876 without a second drive ready in case Elaka Nota was still there.

“Here is the armory,” I told Juliette as I opened the door to the place.

“Not a lot in here,” she remarked as she looked at the wall of eight assault rifles.

“We are a small crew,” I said as I grabbed the holder for my revolver and twin pistols. The get up was bulky, but I’d left one of the jackets Eve bought for me on Trappist-1e in here when I first tested out the armor plates, and I was able to cover the holsters with it.

“I see that. How did you come to possess this ship again?” The woman smirked.

Z looked at me as she put one of our smaller pistols in a holster inside her jacket. I handed her two clips, and she slipped these into the pockets of her jeans. I almost considered gearing us with our tight jumpsuits and military armor, but we would have stuck out in the crowd of the station, and it seemed as if Juliette wanted to observe our targets from concealment first.

“Fine. Don’t tell me,” Juliette said with a huff as Z and I walked out of the armory.

“Where are we going?” I asked as we approached the hold exit.

“About two kilometers into the district. There is a bar owned by a man named Ian Van Toreg. He’s like the Byron Jacobs of this place. A real piece of work. I’ve suspected that he’s working with my counterpart to trade flesh.”

“How do you know this deal is going down?” Z asked as she opened the hatch for us to enter the port transfer tube.

“All the districts have an issue with girls disappearing.”

“Girls disappearing? What do you mean?” the blonde hacker asked.

“What don’t you understand? I don’t know how to make it clearer,” Juliette said.

“How the fuck are they disappearing? Where are they disappearing from? What do their parents say?” Z moaned the questions, but the other woman just chuckled.

“We’ve got some orphanage programs and after school programs for kids with parents who are rhodium miners. Public service stuff to make sure we don’t have kids begging in the station. The girls are disappearing from either the homes we’ve placed them in, or from the schools.”

We walked out into the harbor, and Z pressed the button behind us to close the end of the tube. Juliette nodded to the far side of the platform, and we walked in that direction. The harbor of District E looked similar to District B’s except there were fewer people, lights, and sanitation. I actually saw a rat scurry down the sides of the platform a few meters away from where we walked, but Z didn’t notice.

“Tell us more,” I prompted the redhead as we approached the tube station.

“Been going on for a few years, but it's been escalating in the last month. I was putting a lot of manpower on it, and then I got an order from Congressman Baccala to stop. I didn’t listen to him, and then I was told that if I didn’t stop wasting resources on a bunch of poor girls no one gave a fuck about, he’d find someone to replace me. I started getting pressure from my peers in the other districts.”

We stepped into the tube and moved toward the back where there were no other passengers. The train had walls of screens advertising various products, but nearly a third of the screens were bashed in.

Some of them even had what looked like dried blood on them.

“How do you know this is going on tonight?” I asked.

“I suspected Baccala and his wife were involved as soon as he gave me the ultimatum. I realized I’d have to step outside  of my procedures if I really wanted to catch these guys, so I began spending my nights in disguise, visiting the various orphanages and afterschool programs. I picked ten girls who were pretty, but had no real family connections. Then I began to monitor them. Four days ago six of them were kidnapped. The girls didn’t know this, but I always brought them sweets filled with trackers. They were all being kept under one of Huyan Kar’s clubs.”

“Why didn’t you raid them?” Z asked.

“Are you not paying attention? I’ve got one chance to catch this asshole, his wife, and every other congressperson on the station. I don’t know who I can trust, and if I go through the usual security avenues, I’ll probably get fired, and these fucks will go free.” Juliette’s voice was a whispered hiss.

“Then we killed the robbers,” I said, and the redhead turned to me.

“Yes,” she said. “It was a long shot, but what I said about my counterparts in the other districts is true. They are starting to use mercenaries or convicted criminals within their operations. Meanwhile, I’m getting pressure to see better results, but look at this shithole,” Juliette gestured to the tube train. “My district is running smoothly, and I’m the youngest captain by a good twenty Earth years. They know I don’t want to buy into their corruption, so they are pushing to get me fired by falsifying their reports and trying to tell me I’m the under performer.”

“If you can’t trust any of your bosses, or any of your peers, or any of your own employees, how in the hell are you going to use any proof you have to make a change?” Z asked.

“I have access to all of the video feeds in the station through the back door. I’ll put together a video and blast it to every citizen.” The woman shrugged as the train stopped and pointed to the door. “It’s all I can do.”

“Uhh. Speaking of video feeds, isn’t someone going to be able to watch this footage and know that you are here?” Z asked.

“I’ve got access to all the backup storage for all the feeds. I can delete all of it, or save it, when I get back to my office. They won’t even know it is me, since I stole the logins for one of the other security captains.”

“Hmmm.” Z pushed her lips together in a hard line.

“Anyways, let’s go,” the redhead said as she pointed down the stairs of the tube train station.

We followed her out to the street and through the crowds of citizens. District E reminded me of the massive city on Trappist-1e. Too many neon lights, too many people, and too many dirty buildings stacked on top of each other. The air smelled of burnt charcoal, old rubber, and despair.

The citizens were dressed similar to Z, Juliette, and I. They mostly wore jeans or leather pants with large jackets. The residents of District B put on a show when they went out, dressed fancy, and wore smiles on their faces. The people in this district all seemed in a hurry to get where they were going, and they gave each other suspicious glances when they walked past each other.

“Shit, we got lucky docking in District B,” Z said after we’d walked for a few minutes through the thick crowd.

“Somewhat. The control tower does a scan on each ship and then asks questions about trading. You said you were trading rhodium, so you were going to get routed to either A, B, or C.”

“Everyone else gets pushed to the other districts?” I asked.

“Yep. Alright, we are getting closer to Van Toreg’s bar.” Juliette nodded toward the end of the street. There was a neon sign there over a three-story building called Down, Down, Down, but the lights of the second sets of D’s were out, so that it read Down, own, own.

“What’s the plan?” I asked.

“They aren’t going to do the deal inside. The girls are being transported through District H. There will be a crew leaving the bar in the next hour or so, then they will walk toward the meeting point. We’ll follow, take pictures and video, then I’ll make an arrest when the moment is correct,” she explained.

“Got it,” I said.

“There’s a diner there with a window seat,” Z said as she pointed across the street. “We can sit inside and watch the front of the bar.”

“Yep. Handsome and I will sit inside and watch the bar. You’ll go to the back, find a place to squat by some trash bins or something, and let us know if they leave that way.”

“Uhhhh--” Z’s pretty face soured, but the other woman interrupted her.

“You have the transponder I gave you?”

“Yeah, but--”

“Then get going. We’ll be across the street. Let us know when you are in position.”

“I think we should stick together, or you shou--” I started to tell Juliette, but Z raised her hand.

“It’s fine,” she growled at the redhead. “I’ll let you know when I’m in position.” The blonde hacker turned to walk toward the bar, and I watched her slip into the alley beside the three-story building. I didn’t like the idea of being separated from her, especially if she was going to be hiding in a dark alley, but we were probably going to be less than a hundred meters away from each other, and if she got into trouble I’d be there in a few seconds.

“Buy me a cup of coffee?” Juliette said as soon as the Z disappeared into the alley.

“You have all my money,” I replied.

“Exactly,” the beautiful redhead gave me a shit-eating grin as she pulled my R-credit card out of her pocket.

“Yeah. Whatever,” I said as I gave a last look toward Z’s alley. Then I followed Juliette into the diner.
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Zeta Hack - Chapter 10

“I see a group of assholes leaving out the back of the bar.” Z’s voice came across our transponder twenty minutes after Juliette, and I ordered our coffee.

“Follow them at a distance, we’ll move to join you,” I said as Juliette nodded at me. Then we got out of our booth and walked out onto the street.

The redhead and I had verbally fenced while we drank our coffee. She’d asked me questions about how I got Persephone, how long I served in the military, and various other topics I didn’t care to talk about with her. In turn, I’d asked her about her pilot experience, old crew, and how she rose through the ranks of the Queen’s Hat security force.

Neither of us truly answered each other’s questions, but the woman was clever, and had years of police interrogation work under her belt. Even though I didn’t think I gave her anything useful, I was sure she got something she wanted out of the conversation.

“There,” Juliette said as five men walked out of an alley two corners down from the bar. They wore pinstripe suits and houndstooth flat caps. The men in the rear glanced around the street when they first walked out, but then they continued on their walk. Two of the men were carrying large leather duffle bags, and I guessed it was the payment for the girls who were going to be sold to them.

“Z, we are on their tail,” I said into the transponder as we began to follow them.

“Copy that,” the blonde hacker said. “I’m keeping to the alleys, but I can see them.” Her breath was coming out in gasps, and I guessed she was running to stay ahead of the men.

This area of the district was already a shithole, but it only got worse the deeper we moved toward District H. There were still plenty of people around, but most of them looked to be gang members, hookers, or beggars. A few of the bolder gang members asked me if I wanted to sell my woman, but most of them could sense my attitude, and they left us alone.

“How’s it looking, Z?” I asked after a pair of men started to follow us through the streets. They were scrawny gangsters who probably thought they could rob us and rape Juliette. I didn’t want to take the time to deal with them, so I opened my coat to show them the handle of my pistol, and the men quickly turned away.

“Fine,” she said.

“Are you safe? There are a bunch of shitheads in the street. I don’t want you to--”’

“I’m okay,” she said. “Look up the street a bit.”

I glanced ahead of the group of men we were tailing and saw the blonde woman buying street food from a rickety noodle stand. The woman had her back turned to our quarry, but they all turned to look at her ass when she reached across the counter to pick up her bowl of food.

“We are working, not eating,” Juliette hissed when we walked past the blonde hacker.

“That’s right. You’re working. I’m eating and working.”

“That looks like the entrance to District H,” I said as the men approached a twenty meter high by thirty-meter long doorway. The metal was spray painted with enough graffiti to start a new language, and the seams of the metal were actually rusted.

“Yep. That’s the place,” Juliette confirmed as the group of men made a right turn into an alley a few dozen meters before the painted door. “Let’s go.” The redhead glared at the blonde woman.

“Hmmm,” Z huffed as she slurped another mouthful of noodles and then set the bowl down.

I took the point position and walked toward the alley the five men turned into. I leaned out around the corner and didn’t see them in the narrow passageway. The alley did extend some fifteen meters before it made a left, so I figured the men had gone in that direction.

I stepped into the alley and pulled one of my pistols out of its holster. Both of the women followed my example, and we snuck down the alleyway to the first turn. I motioned for them to stay put while I moved to the next corner, and then I peeked out.

One of the suited men was standing at the entrance to an unmarked building. He was lighting a cigarette, and the roll up door behind him was half open. I guessed that the rest of the group had gone through the dark entrance into the building, but I couldn’t tell how far they might have moved inside.

I turned to the two women and gestured that just one guard was waiting. Both of them frowned, and Juliette motioned for me to move away from the corner so she could look. She leaned out around the corner for half a moment, turned back to me, and then nodded.

“What now?” Z’s mouth moved without her saying anything.

Juliette holstered her pistols and gestured for us to do the same. She raised a finger and mouthed “Wait.”

A few moments passed, and then the redhead smacked me across the face.

“What the fuck?” I gasped as I reached my hand up to my cheek. I hadn’t expected her to make the movement, and I was more surprised than hurt.

“Get your fucking hands off us!” Juliette shrieked.

“Hey! Who’s there?” I heard the man call out from around the corner.

“Someone help! He’s trying to rape us!” the redhead shouted as she turned her head away from us so the goon could hear us easier.

“What?” The man ran around the corner carrying an expandable baton.

“This fucker? He doesn’t want to pay! Wants it for free! We told him no!”

“Uhhh.” The man looked at me with confusion.

“Well, do something? Kick his ass!” Juliette said to him as she pointed at me.

“I don’t want to get involved--” he started to say, but then the redhead stepped toward him and delivered a surprisingly high kick right into his face.

The man fell into the wall of the alley, and he let out a gasp of surprise. The woman had long legs and didn’t really even twist over sideways to connect her boot with his nose. As he stumbled back, she coiled her leg up to her chest, rotated her grounded foot against the alley floor, and hit him in the face again. The second kicked bounced the man’s head off the building wall, and it was evident that she’d knocked him out.

“Wow,” Z said.

“That’s right, Blondie. Don’t fuck with me,” Juliette said as she shot a sneer to my friend.

I grabbed the man’s baton, collapsed it, and then put it in my coat pocket. Then I searched his pockets to find a few R-credit cards that I also took. The man did have a gun on him, but it was a small caliber six shot revolver that looked to be in ill repair. I still crammed it into one of my pockets and hoped I wouldn’t need to use the thing.

“How long will he stay--”

“A while. Let’s go into the building and hope they didn’t hear us,” I interrupted Z.

“You first, big guy.” Juliette gestured to the corner of the alleyway, and I nodded before taking the point position again.

No one had come out of the doorway to investigate the shouting, so I moved quickly to the roll up door and ducked inside. It took half a moment for my eyes to adjust to the darkness, but I didn’t see anyone near me. This appeared to be an abandoned machine shop, and the large interior of the building was filled with rusted machines that looked to have once pressed or folded sheets of metal. The space was unlit, but my superior eyes noticed a bit of a glow from the floor on the opposite side of the machine shop.

“Over there. I think there is a light under the floor,” I said to Juliette and Z when they joined me.

“I can’t see shit,” Z whispered.

“Your eyes need to adjust,” Juliette hissed.

“Really? Wow. I didn’t know that. Thank you for the fucking education.” Z’s voice was a mocking growl.

“You’re welcome. Anytime you need an explanation on how the universe works, let me know, and I’ll give you an education.”

“Enough,” I said. “I’ll go check out the floor. You both wait here.”

I crept across the open space of the dark workshop until I stood over the spot where the glow came through the narrow edges of the floor tile. The spot was obviously a trap door, and I pressed my ear to the ground with the hope that I could hear voices on the other side. I didn’t hear anyone speaking, and it meant that the metal was either too thick, or our quarry had continued deeper into the passageways under the station.

I clicked my tongue on the roof of my mouth twice, and the women came to my side.

“I don’t hear anything,” I whispered, “but I know they went down here. Let’s split up and try to find a way to open it.

“I’m going to get a light,” Z said as she held up her transponder. One of the device’s ends lit up, and she turned around the room slowly. Juliette followed her example, and I slid my hands across the floor to see if there was a hidden mechanism that would open the hatch.

“Hey,” Z whispered, and we both turned to her. “The handle on this machine isn’t rusted, or covered with dust.” The slender blonde woman rested her hand on the handle and then pulled it toward her.

There was a popping sound of levers releasing, and the door on the ground lifted up with a soft hydraulic hiss. Z did an over exaggerated fist pump in the air and then pointed at the redhead.

“You want a cookie or something?” Juliette snickered.

“I’ll settle for a ‘You’re pretty awesome, Z. I’ll never be a bitch to you again. Thanks for helping me save these girls.’”

“I’d rather bake cookies,” Juliette said. Then she looked at me. “You first, handsome.”

“Can you not call him that?” Z whispered as I carefully descended the stairs.

“Why not? He is. Oh, I get it,” the redhead said with a snicker. “You got it for him.”

“Do you want to save these girls or argue with Z?” I almost told the woman that I thought she was behaving very unprofessionally. She seemed a little too immature to be the captain of a police unit, but then I thought about the conversation between us in the hospital room. She probably had a strategy behind her efforts to bug Z.

“You are right, let’s go.” Juliette nodded and then walked down the steps.

There was a tiny wall lantern in the corridor, but our walk carried us out of its light and into near darkness. My eyes were sharp enough to see without much light, but I felt Juliette’s hand grab onto my arm.

“How can you see?” she whispered.

“Don’t worry about it. Z?” I asked as I turned to the blonde woman. I reached out to grab her hand, and I led the two women down the passage.

“Turning left,” I whispered when we reached the end of the straight metal hallway. It was only two meters or so across, and two and a half meters tall, so each of the women held onto me while they also ran their fingers along the wall. The tunnel was all sorts of claustrophobic feeling, and I would have had to hunch over if I was in my tiger form.

“This sucks,” Z said through ragged breaths. I could tell the darkness was getting to her. Or she probably wouldn’t have risked voicing an opinion for Juliette to mock. The redhead didn’t say anything to my friend’s words though, and I figured she must have agreed.

I sure did.

“I think I see light up ahead,” Juliette hissed after another few minutes of walking. It had gotten almost too dark for me to see, but the woman was right about the glow up ahead.

“I hear voices. Be quiet,” I warned as we continued.

There was another set of steps leading upward, and it opened into a large tunnel. There was a bit of light coming from the opening, but I doubted it would be enough for the women. I moved my head up to the lip of the opening and looked toward the distant light. The source was a hundred and fifty meters away in the center of the abandoned station street.

The buildings on each side of me were crafted in the ancient Roman style, with lots of open entrances, columns, and stone surfaces. I could hear voices from the light source, but it looked like the men had only set down a single lantern, and their bodies cast long backlit shadows through the oppressive darkness of the abandoned city.

“About a hundred and fifty meters that way,” I said once I’d crawled back down the steps, turned to the pair of women, and pointed toward the glow.

“What is around us?” Juliette whispered.

“City street. The buildings on either side have a lot of columns in the front that we can hide behind.”

“Alright. You lead.”

The women followed me out of the tunnel and across the street toward one of the buildings on our right. There were plenty of places to hide, and we easily found a spot about ten meters from the men gathered around the lantern. The four of them paced around the light nervously, and their movements caused the glow from the light source to dance down the street like flames.

“They are late,” one of the men hissed. “I fucking hate this place.”

“They are always late,” another one answered.

“Hey, did you hear something?” a third one asked, and I held my breath.

“What?” one of the men hissed.

“Ahh. I’m just fucking with you girls. Ha!” The man said as he let out a long laugh.

“That is Ian Van Toreg,” Juliette whispered to me. “I need him alive.”

“Got it,” I replied.

“Fucking prick,” one of the men said as he looked in our direction, but he looked away almost immediately without raising any alarm.

Z, Juliette, and I were crouched behind a solid stone bench placed on the side of the street, and there was another alleyway behind us if we needed to fall back. The buildings, lamps, and other parts of this district looked in fine repair, and I wondered if Juliette had been right about the parliament keeping the district closed on purpose, so they could have an easier time transporting illegal goods through it.

“I see a light. They are coming,” one of the men said as he pointed in the distance. I followed his finger and saw a distant glow down the street.

There was a lot of light, and I pulled on Z and Juliette’s coat sleeves so that we could fall back into the alley a few meters behind us.

The other group took a good five minutes to reach us, and I’d been correct in my guess. Ten men were wearing Victorian suits leading six girls wearing similar school uniforms. The girls were all handcuffed, joined together with a chain, and they each had ball gags in their mouths. The girls looked to be in their mid-teens, and their faces painted a picture of clear terror.

“You’re late,” Van Toreg said.

“So?” a man asked as he stepped toward the lantern Van Toreg had laid on the ground. Another man walked with him, and he glanced around the dark buildings with interest.

“That’s Jared Wes on the left. He works for Huyan Kar. The guy on the right is Tyrell Durel. He works for Congressman Baccala.” Juliette pulled a square device out of her leather jacket, pressed a button to extend a lens from the center of it, and then pointed it at the group of men.

“So? I don’t like to waste my time,” Van Toreg hissed.

“Me either, Mate,” said Jared. “That’s why I am late.”

“Come on, man. Be professional.”

“Eh? Eh?” Jared leaned forward and cupped his ear as if he had trouble hearing. “I thought you just said something rude, but I’m sure I’m mistaken. Hey Tyrell, did you hear Ian say something rude?”

“It could have been rude.” Tyrell shrugged. “But I kind of want to get the fuck out of here, so let’s get on with this.”

“Sure, Mate,” Jared said before he turned back to Ian Van Toreg. “You bring the stuff?”

“Yeah.” Van Toreg nodded to his men, and they set the two large leather duffle bags down at Jared and Tyrell’s feet.

“Careful with that stuff, or you’ll kill everyone in your district,” Van Toreg warned.

“We know what the fuck we are doing,” Jared said as he squatted next to the bag. The man opened it and began to rifle through the contents with surprising care.

“Yeah, whatever. I don’t have much of a conscience, but I’d hate for you to kill a quarter of a million people because you measured something wrong and put too much boom in your bomb. You said you’ve got someone who knows how to wire the explosives?”

“Yeah, Mate. I’ve got my orders, you’ve got yours. Worry about your own district, eh?”

“Whatever. Pass us the merchandise,” Van Toreg said as he pointed at the crying girls.

I felt the beast in my stomach growl when the man called the girls ‘merchandise’, and I had to take a dozen long breaths to relax the muscles in my back.

“Careful with them,” Jared said with a sneer. “You gotta put your wanker in the right hole, or you’ll damage them.”

“Ha. Asshole,” Ian Van Toreg said with a sneer.

The men in Jared’s group pulled the chained women over to the other men and handed the leash over. One of the girls began to sob loudly, and she yanked on the chain that attached her wrists to the other young women. Her sudden movement caused them all to fall, and the man next to her raised his hand to hit her.

“Hey! No hitting! I can’t sell them if they are bruised,” Van Toreg shouted before the man could land his strike.

“Have you seen enough?” I growled to Juliette. “Let’s make our move.”

She pushed her hand against my chest to keep me from walking forward and then turned away from her camera. “A bit more. I need as much as possible.”

I growled in return, and the woman dropped her hand from my chest so she could look back to her camera. The men were picking the sobbing women up from the ground, and I saw Jared open up the second bag so that he could search through the contents.

“Looks like you are eight kilos short, Mate,” Jared said.

“Naw. There is sixty-four total there. Count again,” Ian Van Toreg said as he ran his hands over the ass of one of the girls. The movement wasn’t sexual at all. It was as if the man was inspecting livestock.

“I just counted again. You are short.”

“You’re kidding me? I counted it myself before we left.”

“Then you need help doing math,” Jared snarled.

“Jared, every time we do an exchange like this you say I’m fucking you. Doesn’t matter if it is drugs, weapons, or explosives. Then I do a recount, and it ends up that you were wrong. So today, you can go piss off.”

“That’s not the right answer, Mate. I’m not going to be able to take out the harbor platforms without the extra eight.”

“It is there. Also, you need to get a better tech. I’m taking care of mine with only thirty kilos. Our contacts told me to give you more because you are an idiot,” Ian Van Toreg said.

The eight men standing behind Jared and Tyrell all pulled pistols out of their belts and pointed them at Ian van Toreg’s crew. The other men were quick on the draw also, and they all held their weapons out half a moment later. The handcuffed girls shuffled to the side a bit so that they weren’t in the line of fire, but one of the men held onto the girl nearest him.

So that she shielded most of his body.

My anger roared through my muscles, and I felt the beast threaten to take control of my body. My human mind knew I’d get shot full of holes if I jumped into the fray at this moment, so I forced the animal back down to the depths of my stomach. The sensation made my body shake, but Juliette was too busy studying the camera to notice.

Z’s hand rested on my left tricep and I turned to face her. The woman’s eyes met mine, and I felt the rush of blood through my ears slow slightly.

“You’re being foolish, Jared,” Ian Van Toreg hissed.

“I’ve got a lot more to do than you. I’m taking out the security station, three banks, and the harbor. I need the full set of explosives, so you need to stop fucking with me,” Jared answered.

“I’ll recount,” Turell sighed and then bent down to sort through the two duffle bags. It took the man a handful of minutes to go through it, but then he looked up at Jared with a shrug. “I count sixty-four.”

“No shit? Huh,” Jared lifted up his cap to scratch the top of his skull. “My bad, Mate.”

“Yeah. You do this every time,” Ian Van Toreg groaned.

“Just like to keep you on your toes is all. I supposed we are done here.” Jared’s men slowly lowered their pistols and then holstered them in their suit jackets.

“Looks like we are. I’ll see you in Parliament,” Ian van Toreg said as he motioned for his men to get ready to leave.

“Yeah, Mate. Gonna be fun. Cracking eggs to make an omelet and all that.” Jared motioned for two of his men to pick up the bags, and the group turned to walk away.

I thought that Juliette would have tried to make the arrest, but she just put her camera away and moved back into the alley. She pointed in the direction Ian van Toreg and his crew were moving with the girls, and then set off through the alleyways to follow them.

“I thought they were trading drugs for the girls,” Juliette whispered as we snuck through the alleys.

“Do you know what they have planned?” I whispered.

“No. I have some theories.”

“Oh?” I asked.

“We’ll talk later. First priority is saving those girls and arresting Ian Van Toreg.”

“Got it,” I said as we reached the edge of the alley.

“When?” Z asked softly.

“We’ll wait for them to get to the tunnel entrance,” Juliette said. “Adam and I will make the arrests. You’ll get the girls unlocked and into the tunnel.”

“Okay,” Z whispered.

“On my signal,” Juliette said, and we continued to follow her movements through the forgotten city.

The group of gangsters made it to the tunnel, and they shone the light inside so the captured girls could walk down the stairs without tripping. The men seemed completely unaware that we were following them, and I thought we’d be able to catch them by surprise.

“Let’s go,” Juliette said as she pulled out her pistol. I followed her example, nodded at Z, and then walked into the center of the street next to the redheaded cop.

“Ian Van Toreg, you are under arrest for the illegal trafficking of slaves and suspected terrorism,” she said with surprising calmness. Her words made the men jump with surprise, and a few reached for the guns.

“Ahh, ahh, ahh,” I growled as I aimed my pistol at him. The gun in my hand wasn’t as large as my revolver, but it was still one of the largest pistols I had ever seen, and the man’s eyes widened as he stared down the wide barrel.

“Put your hands on your head and get on your knees,” Juliette instructed.

“Who the fuck are you?” Van Toreg asked.

“Doesn’t matter, you are under arrest.”

“What authority do you have to arrest me?”

“How about the big gun in your face? Get on your knees!” Juliette stepped toward the man, grabbed his arm, twisted it behind his back, and then pushed him to the ground. One of the other gangsters standing next to her moved to reach his hand into his coat, but the woman saw him out of the corner of her eye, and she swung her arm around to point her pistol at him. “Don’t be an idiot.”

The man nodded, placed his hands on his head, and then sank down to his knees. The other men followed their example, and I kept my weapon aimed at them while Juliette searched them, disarmed them, and then bound their wrists together behind their back.”

“Keys,” Juliette said as she pulled a ring of them out of one of the men’s pockets. She tossed them in the air to Z, and the blonde hacker caught them with a fluid motion.

My friend moved to the handcuffed girls and began to push the keys into the locks while Juliette finished disarming the last man.

“What’s your plan, girl?” You’ll never make it through the district with us in tow. I’ve got guys on every street corner. They are all armed and will put a bullet in you as soon as I give the word.”

“You know, it’s illegal to have a firearm on Queen’s Hat,” Juliette said with a mocking tone. “I don’t even need to take you to trial, I can just push you out an airlock right now.”

“There isn’t an airlock anywhere close by, bitch, and good luck getting to--”

Juliette interrupted Ian Van Toreg’s words by shooting one of the kneeling men in the head. The man’s head snapped back with the impact of her bullet, and most of his brains splattered the street and curb behind him like a bucket of tossed paint.

“What the fuck? You just killed him!” Van Toreg shrieked.

“Good riddance. Want any of your other goons to die? Keep talking,” Juliette growled as she moved her pistol to point at another one of Ian Van Toreg’s henchmen.

“I thought you were a cop. You aren’t supposed to be--”

Juliette’s handgun went off again, and another one of Ian Van Toreg’s men’s heads exploded like a smashed watermelon.

“Let me make something really fucking clear to you, scum,” the redhead said as she yanked Ian’s head back and shoved the business end of her pistol deep into his mouth. “You are buying and selling kids. I don’t give a fuck about what you think I can, or cannot do. As far as I’m concerned, death by airlock is too good a fate for you, but if you come with me peacefully, and answer my questions, I’ll argue that you get life in the brig instead of a cold space death. If any of your fucking friends in District E try to take a shot at me, I’ll just kill you first and consider it a victory. Got it?”

The man tried to speak around the barrel of her pistol, but she didn’t bother to pull it out of his throat.

“Good. I’m glad we understand each other.” Juliette turned to Z. “Put the ball gags on these fucks, cuff their legs together, and then chain them.”

“We aren’t taking them with us?” Z asked.

“No, I just need Ian Van Toreg. These guys are going to be too much of a liability. We’ll leave them.

“They’ve seen what we look like, though,” Z said.

“Good point. We should probably kill them,” Juliette said as she pointed her gun at the head of another man.

“No!” Z shouted along with the three men kneeling on the ground.

“What’s your problem? These are slave traders. They were about to sell these girls. It will be too risky to take them with us, and you are right, they’ll be able to identify us later.”

“We won’t say shit. Honest!” one of the men begged.

“Ehhh. I don’t believe scum like you for a damn second,” Juliette growled.

“Wait,” Z said. “It feels wrong to kill them after they surrendered.” She turned to me, and then Juliette did the same.

“Well, handsome. What’s your vote?”

I turned over the situation in my head a few times. I hated the idea of killing someone when they couldn’t fight back, but these were evil men, who sold kids as sex slaves.

I knew what Eve would say if she had been here.

My pistol kicked three times in my hand. Each bullet ended a man’s life by putting a massive hole in the center of their skull. They fell over dead, and I turned to look at the woman without feeling any remorse in my chest.

“Guess that’s an answer,” Z said with a sigh. “Probably for the best.”

“You just didn’t want to pull the trigger. Your man doesn’t have a problem taking care of business. I’m starting to like him more.” Juliette winked at me.

“Whatever,” Z huffed as she picked up the lantern and walked toward the steps leading to the claustrophobic corridor. “Let’s get back to our ship so you can interrogate this asshole.”

“Let’s go,” Juliette said as she pulled her pistol out of Ian Van Toreg’s mouth. Then she looked to the young women who Z had just freed. “Girls, we are going to get you out of here. Just follow us and stay--”

A gunshot cracked from behind, and I threw myself between where I thought the sound originated from, and Z’s location. The bullet missed us, and I pulled my friend toward the entrance to the tunnel.

“Go!” Juliette shouted to the girls as they screamed and sprinted down the steps.

A series of shots echoed behind us and I turned around to shoot back at where their muzzles flashed. The men were a good eighty meters away, so their pistol bullets weren’t coming anywhere close to me. My shots were more accurate, and one of the men screamed after I fired for a third time. I doubted that I did more than hit him in the arm, but his cry cautioned the other men from firing, so I was able to retreat down the stairs. Z still held the lantern, but she was at the front of our procession, and the light flickered with the movement of my friend and the running girls.

I didn’t see a latch or anything to close the hatch, so I fired my pistol out toward where I thought the men were taking cover to buy us some time, and then I turned around to chase after the women.

I was expecting that the journey back to our ship was going to be dangerous because of Ian Van Toreg’s henchmen, but we’d have even bigger problems if Jared, Tyrell, and their eight men decided to follow us. If they gave chase, we’d be pinched between two different gangs with the added burden of five girls and an uncooperative criminal to protect.

We were going to have to move fast.
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“I’ll take the front. Z, you take the rear and watch our backs. They might be coming after us,” I said as we exited the tight tunnel.

We were back in the machine shop now, and the lamp the blonde hacker carried gave me enough light to see that all the massive machines were bolted to the metal floor. If I was desperate, I might be able to yank one of them out of the mounts and then tip it over on top of the trap door, but I didn’t want to waste any time making an attempt to block their escape if it wasn’t going to be successful.

“Got it,” Z said as she let me run in front of her. I crouched at the edge of the roll-up door and didn’t see anyone, so I moved under it and into the alleyway. I found the man Juliette kicked still unconscious and in the same position we had left him. Or maybe he was dead. I didn’t really care at this point. Anyone who went along with enslaving kids deserved to die.

“You are going to be okay.” I heard the redhead soothe the five girls as they ducked under the roll-up door. “We’ll get you to our ship, and then back to your homes.”

“Ha,” Van Toreg said with a mocking laugh.

“You got a problem?” Juliette said as she yanked him under the roll up door and to his feet.

“Naw, girl. You’re the one who's gonna have a problem. I’ve heard about you,” the gangster said.

“I’m sure they say I am just the sweetest thing on the station,” Juliette replied with a mocking tone.

“You’re Juliette Larns, eh?”

“Street looks clear,” I said as I leaned across the corner of the alley. “I’ll keep my hands in my pocket but hold onto my gun.”

“It’s not gonna matter. As I said before, you won’t make it to your ship. I have a fucking army on the streets. Even the cops are on my payroll.” Van Toreg looked at Juliette and smiled smugly. “But, you know that, though.”

“I’ll do the station a service if I just put a bullet in you,” the cop said as she pressed the gun to his temple. “I’m a big fan of cutting dead weight. Especially if it is scum like you.”

“Naw, you need me to give you info about--”

Juliette pulled her pistol away from his head and then smacked him with the butt of the weapon. Van Toreg let out a cry of pain, stumbled back, but didn’t fall because she yanked on his arm.

“No more talking until we get to our ship,” she said as she tugged him after me.

I glanced at Z, and she gave me a sour look. She opened her mouth to speak, but I shook my head, and the blonde hacker swallowed her comment. I didn’t like the way that the redhead had referred to Persephone as ‘our ship’, but I kept my mouth closed.

Z made one last check around the corner before she nodded to me. Then she put her gun in her jacket, grabbed the hands of two of the most emotional girls, and whispered for the other three to follow us.

Then we stepped out of the alleyway and into the dirty street of District E.

I was in front, Juliette, and Ian Van Toreg walked behind me, then came three of the school girls followed by Z and the two teenagers who were still crying. There weren’t any pedestrians within fifty meters, but we were close to the abandoned part of the station, and I knew we’d walk through busier sections.

Then we would have to get on the tube to take us back to the harbor.

If Van Toreg really did have the cops on his payroll, we were going to have a really hard time getting to our dock. At least the ones I had seen didn’t carry firearms. They’d been equipped with stun batons and tasers. I didn’t like the idea of fighting police, so I looked around the streets for another alleyway we could take.

“You aren’t gonna find anything like that.” the gangster read my mind. “This is the only avenue to the tube. All these allies head perpendicular. We’re gonna walk past one of my look out groups up ahead. This is your last chance to surrender.”

“We aren’t going to--”

“I’m talking to the big guy. Hey,” Ian Van Toreg raised his voice a bit to get my attention. “You can walk right now. I dunno how much Larns is paying you, but I’ll add a zero to the end. All you gotta do is leave her with me. You can even take the rest of these girls back with you, I don’t mind. Hey, you listening to me?”

“Sorry. I don’t deal with slavers,” I said over my shoulder. “If I had my way, I would have beat you until your skull cracked open.”

“Another idiot. I’m not a slaver. Just a broker. Look, I don’t mistreat these girls, and I sell them to the upper crust of society. We are talking Parliament here. They put them to work in their houses, yeah, some of them will probably get fucked everyday, but it’s better than the miserable life they would have lived being poor on the station. Hell, they’ll probably end up selling their bodies anyway. At least they’ll get put into good homes.”

“You’re a mother fucking hero,” Z spat.

“Thanks.” The man chuckled. “I’ll make sure my boys keep you and Officer Larns alive. We’ll have some fun with you before we sell you.”

The man’s comment made the beast scream in my ears, and I almost lost my balance. It felt like it was getting harder to keep control of my shape changing, but I didn’t know if that was because I was just tired or hungry.

Or because he had threatened Z.

I tensed my jaw and forced the angry growl back into my stomach. I didn’t want to lose track of my priorities here. I had to help these girls, and I had to do what Juliette needed me to do so she could release Eve.

“Awww, looks like I pissed off your boyfriend. Maybe I’ll keep him alive so he can watch us. I’ve done that a few times. Always adds some spice. I’ll tie ya up to the ceiling by your hands, then cut off all your clothes with a razor. I put a mirror up so you can see the line of guys waiting to get a piece--”

I turned on my heel before I could think and grabbed the man by the throat with my left hand. Everyone let out a surprised gasp when I lifted him off the ground with a quick jerk.

Then I started to squeeze, and Ian Van Toreg’s eyes bulged out of his head like hard boiled eggs.

“Put him down,” Juliette commanded as she grabbed my left arm. The woman pulled down on me, but it felt like she weighed ten kilograms.

“Adam, it’s okay! He’s just a fucker. Don’t kill him!” I heard Z, but it sounded like she was whispering to me from my dream.

“You won’t be raping anyone ever again,” I growled as my hand crushed his neck.

“Stop! You are killing him!” Juliette said, but I didn’t fucking care. I wanted this asshole to die. He was the kind of evil I wanted to protect people from. He preyed on kids and women. He’d threatened Z, and the beast inside my soul was overruling the small part of my human mind that realized we needed to question the man so that we could find out what the explosives would be used for.

“Ahhhhccck,” the man let out strangled choke, and I felt the tip of Juliette’s pistol push against my temple.

“Put. Him. Down,” she ordered.

“Don’t put your fucking gun to his head,” Z hissed at the policewoman. “You’ll make him really angry, and you don’t want to make him angry. Believe me, he gets crazy.”

Z was right. It was taking every ounce of willpower to keep from shifting into my tiger form, and I felt like the only thing keeping me trapped in my human skin were the fingers I had wrapped around the diabolical man’s throat. The redhead’s gun wasn’t helping me keep control, and the beast demanded I let it take over so it could handle this situation with fang and claw.

“I’ll do whatever I--” Juliette started to say, but his neck snapped with the sound of cracking wood, and it cut off her words.

“Fucking--” she moaned as I dropped the man’s lifeless corpse onto the dirty street. “Why did you do that? I needed him!”

“Get your gun out of my face.” I faced her so that the barrel of her pistol was in between my eyes.

“You just blew the operation, and--” Juliette stopped speaking as she looked into my eyes. Her mouth hung open, and her green eyes widened. She closed her mouth with a snap, opened it again, and then lowered her gun from my face.

“Hey!” a voice screamed from behind us. It was the man who worked inside of the noodle shop some forty meters away from us where Z had hastily bought a meal. The man was leaning out of his booth and pointing in our direction. “They killed Ian Van Toreg! Help! Help!” he shouted as he darted from inside the stand, twisted around a trash bin, and then started sprinting away from us.

“Let’s move,” I growled to the women as I chased after the apron wearing man. The street was empty around us, but the noodle chef was moving toward cross traffic on the street. I was gaining on him, but it became apparent that I wasn’t going to be able to reach him before he got to the group of five men smoking cigarettes beside a brothel.

For half a moment I wondered if the men were gangsters working for Ian Van Toreg, but then they saw me chasing after the cook, and they pulled out their pistols.

I jumped into an alley on my left as they shot at me. I was still a good twenty meters away, so all of their shots missed. I pulled out both of my pistols and ducked back around the alleyway corner to aim at the group. Two of the five men took cover around the corner of the alley where they were smoking, but the other three were crouching on the sidewalk. They weren’t even bothering to take any sort of cover, and I figured that the men had probably never received proper training.

The people on the streets were screaming, and I could hear the small crowd run to my left, away from the sounds of the gangster’s bullets. Our escape might have been easier with Ian Van Toreg dead, but now these five men knew we’d killed him so I would have to deal with them quickly, and then hope we could escape with the wave of citizens fleeing the battle.

I almost didn’t need to aim my pistols. I had been a good shot when I was in the Marines, but the experiments had added an unnatural affinity to my hand-eye coordination. My handguns kicked back at the same instant as I pulled the trigger, and the pair of bullets took two different men in the chest. They tumbled back against the brick wall of the brothel with a spray of blood, and I ducked back around the edge, as the other three men began to return fire.

I pushed my back to the alley wall and then poked my head out after the first volley passed. Juliette was lining up a shot and had a good angle on the men leaning out from the alley. I didn’t see Z or the teenage girls, but I also didn’t see any of them laying on the dirty street, so I knew they had made it to the alley behind the redheaded cop.

I ducked back undercover a moment before the three gangsters shot at me again. I heard Juliette’s gun bark from the next alley over, and a man screamed a second afterward. I spun out from around the corner and squeezed the trigger on my left gun. My bullet found the skull of the last crouching man and the slug lifted him off his feet.

I didn’t have a shot at the last two men in the alley, so I strafed around toward Juliette’s position so that I could get a better view down the alley. One man was injured, and the other was trying to run away. A bullet from my right gun took the runner in the back and sprayed half of his chest across the far wall.

The injured man had dropped his gun when Juliette shot him, and he was in the process of reaching for it. My left pistol shouted an objection to his movement, and I felt the massive slide yank back pleasantly against my grip. The bullet turned his chest into a hole, and he crumpled like a dead roach.

“Move,” I ordered as I holstered my weapons in my coat.

“Come on, girls,” I heard Z say as she herded the crying women out of the alley. The girls looked at me with absolute terror on their faces, and I wondered if they would mentally be able to handle the rest of our journey. We were almost a kilometer and a half from the train that would take us back to the harbor, but I didn’t know how many more assholes would stand in our way.

Then I heard the sirens.

“Shit. The fuzz,” Juliette moaned.

“Aren’t you the fuzz?” Z shouted over the alarm.

“Yep, but these guys are on Ian’s payroll. We need to run.”

“Go! Run!” I shouted as I picked up my walking pace. Then I was sprinting, but I had to slow my pace, or I’d get too far ahead of the seven women.

We were still behind the tide of running citizens, but we were getting closer to the end. I hated the idea of running inside of the mob, but I figured we could lose the cops if we looked to be part of the crowd.

A good three hundred people were crowding in the streets ahead of us, and they began to pour into another major avenue that ran parallel to the tube tracks. It was a T intersection, and most of the crowd stampeded to the right.

“Left!” Juliette screamed over the crowd and sirens.

I pivoted in the other direction and pushed through the crowd of bodies trying to head past me. Even when I wasn’t in my tiger-man form, I was a tall man with broad shoulders, so most of the people bounced off me as they ran. I glanced over my shoulder a few times to ensure the women I escorted didn’t get caught up in the crowd.

Then we broke through the mass of people, and I turned to check on them.

“Where is Z?” I asked the other six women. My heart was suddenly hammering in my chest, and the beast in my stomach began to growl.

“Uhhh. She was right behind me,” one of the girls said as she looked back into the crowd.

“Wait here.” I stepped toward the mob, but then felt Juliette’s hand on my arm.

“Leave her. We have to get back to the ship. She’s a big girl and can take care of herself. She can take a tube back to District B.”

“I don’t leave my friends behind.” I glanced down at her hand and then gave her a cold stare.

She matched my glare with her green eyes, and I almost thought I was going to have to yank my arm away, but then she let me go and sighed. “Okay, we’ll move to the tubes and try to get back to the harbor. We aren’t going to wait for--”

“Hide in that alley over there.” I nodded to another side passage between two buildings. “I’ll be right back.”

“Wait, damn it!” she shouted as I tore loose of her grip and charged back into the crowd.

I was swimming in a sea of people, and they were all pushing the same direction I was trying to go. The beast in my stomach screamed louder than the siren, and I felt like it wanted to tear through all the people until we found Z. I called her name, but I might as well have shouted into one of the Jupiter storms. I couldn’t even hear myself over the sound of the people trying to escape and the sirens.

I saw someone go down under a swarm of people and I pushed through the throng to reach them. It was an old man, and I yanked him to his feet before he could get trampled to death. The man opened his mouth to say something to me, but I couldn’t hear him. I saw a young woman fall into the crowd to my left, and I plowed through the mob of people to reach her. The woman was holding onto a baby, and I got her up before either of them were harmed.

Damn it, I did this by killing Ian Van Toreg. I should have had better control of my rage. I shouldn’t have strangled him. His words and threats were just empty, and I’d let them anger me because he’d said them about Z. I needed to get better at controlling the beast in my DNA, or I knew I would end up making a mistake that would cost one of my friends their lives.

Maybe it had. Maybe Z had been trampled by the crowd, and she was dead on the street here. The thought made a roar escape my mouth, and it sounded like a tiger’s trumpeted rage. My voice carried over the blaring siren, and the throng of people surrounding me stopped moving to stare.

Then I saw Z’s hand pop up into the air about fifteen meters from my position.

She was deep in the sea of bodies, and I guessed she must have gotten knocked out of our caravan almost as soon as we entered the mob. She was trying to swim to me, but it was apparent that she couldn’t muscle her way through the flow of traffic. If anything, it seemed like she kept getting carried farther away from me as I tried to get closer.

“Adam!” I thought I heard her yell as she waved her hand in the air again. Her cry made my adrenaline surge, and I tried to muscle through a thick cluster of people between us. My movements accidentally knocked over a pair of older women, and I hauled them back to their feet before I continued.

The action cost me precious time, though, and I couldn’t find Z when I turned to the spot she had just been. It made me want to scream, and my beast begged to be unleashed so it could murder everyone in between us. Its demands were easier to resist because I knew these people were only trying to flee to safety, and they didn’t deserve to die.

I saw a flash of blonde hair out of the corner of my eye, and I turned toward it. The woman wasn’t Z though, and I swung my neck around again to try and spot her through the crowd. I saw someone with tattoos on a shaved head, and while Z’s hair had started to grow over the half of her scalp, I still turned toward the brief flash of color. It wasn’t her, and I looked through the crowd again.

“Adam!” I thought I heard her call from my left, and I turned to see her trying to thread through an endless rush of people. She was about five meters from me, and I pushed aside a group of men so that I could reach her. The crowd almost took her from me again, but she reached out with her hand at the last moment, and our fingers grasped each other.

I pulled Z through the crowd and wrapped her in a protective embrace. For a few seconds, neither of us moved as we held each other. Her face was buried into my chest, and I could feel her panicked breaths leave her chest in large gulps.

“We have to get back to the ship!” I yelled over the sound of the siren and the crowd. I didn’t know if Z heard me, but she did pull away from my chest and then point toward where I had left Juliette and the other five girls.

I pivoted on my feet and felt the hacker’s arms circle above my shoulders. I figured out what she wanted a moment after her hands locked around my neck.  I squatted down so Z could wrap her limbs around me. I supported her legs with my hands so that I carried her in the “piggy back” position, and then I pushed through the chaotic crowd.

A good deal of the dense traffic had moved past our position, but there was still a good chunk of people racing to go the other direction. I realized that there were way more people here at this intersection than what I first observed on the street. Where did they all come from? Why were they all running in this direction? I guessed that they came from the buildings or homes lining the streets of the district, but I had first guessed there were only a few hundred on the streets, but now I swore there were thousands of people trying to evacuate.

I busted through the last wave of panicked citizens and sprinted toward the alley where I told Juliette to hide. I didn’t see her when I first entered the darker space, but then I noticed the coat of one of the school girls poking out from behind a trash bin.

“We are here. Let’s get a move on.” The siren wasn’t as loud in the alleyway, and I didn’t have to scream at them.

“Took you long enough,” Juliette said as she rose from behind the bin with the other girls. The redhead glanced at me, then Z, and she shook her head with obvious annoyance.

“Why is everyone running in that direction?” I asked.

“I don’t know,” the redhead said. “They should be staying in their homes until security arrives.”

“How long does it take the cops to get here?” Z asked. “It’s been more than a few minutes.”

“Listen, I don’t run this district. We have standardized procedures, but this might as well be another world for all I care. All I cared about was saving these girls and bringing Ian Van Toreg to justice. Now I can’t do the latter.”

“Oh, I’m pretty sure that fuck was brought to justice. He’s rotting in whatever hell there is for slavers,” Z said.

“We need to get to the tube,” I said as I looked out the corner.

Then I saw the reason all the citizens were running: There was an army of soldiers wearing full riot gear marching down the street.

“Shit! Get back behind the bin!” I pointed into the depths of the alley.

We retreated again, and then tried to conceal ourselves behind the trash bin. The container was actually a combination bin and compactor, and it was mounted to a disposal tube on the bottom. It meant that I couldn’t push the bin out from the wall and turn it so the wide side faced the opening of the alley. So the eight of us did our best to press into the small space behind the metal. It would be fine as long as no one decided to walk a few meters into the narrow passageway.

“What did you see?” Z whispered, but then she gasped when the first row of marching police passed the opening of the alley.

Then a second row passed.

Then a third, fourth, and fifth.

“Hmmm. Jalex must have all of his people out here right now,” Juliette muttered.

“Who?” I asked as another row of black armored soldier looking cops marched past us.

“My counterpart here,” she said. “I counted two hundred and twenty so far. That’s a third of my entire force. He got them loaded up in riot gear really quick.” Her jaw formed a hard line and our eyes met in the dim light.

“He knows something is going on,” I said.

“Yep,” she agreed with a sigh. “It has something to do with the explosives. If only we had someone alive to interrogate about what was going on.”

“I lost control,” I admitted. “I’m sorry I messed up your plans.”

Juliette’s eyes opened wider for a few moments, but then she nodded and cleared her throat. “Yep. You fucked up, but I guess I shouldn’t blame you. He was a fucker.”

“Looks like that’s all the cops,” Z said as she nodded to the street. “We should try to get out of here and--”

Her words were cut off by the sounds of gunshots coming from the direction the police were heading. The noise punctured through the siren like rolling thunder, and I felt my chest tighten.

“What the fuck? Are they shooting people?” Z asked Juliette.

“Probably only rubber rounds for riot control,” the other woman answered.

“Probably?” Z grimaced.

“Wait here,” I said as I moved again to the mouth of the alley.

The gun fire had another surge of intensity, but it sounded as if it was far off in the distance. When I reached the end of the alley, I risked a quick lean out to glance in the direction of the tube that would take us to the harbor. I didn’t see any more armored police officers on the street, and I breathed a sigh of relief. Then I glanced back to the direction of the crowd. I saw the backs of the last line of armed police. They were a good eighty meters away.

I motioned for the women to come up and meet me at the edge of the alley. As soon as they did so, I pointed toward the police lines. “We are going to hug the left sides of the buildings and work our way toward the tube station. Eventually we’ll have to cross the street to get there. Got it?” My question was aimed at the teary eyed girls. They nodded, and I gestured for Juliette to follow me.

I turned the corner, and began to slide down the front of the buildings away from the line of riot police.

We made it past the first building, which was actually a bank, then we crossed another alley and passed a drone repair shop. The third storefront was a bar, and I gestured for the women to duck into it for a moment. As soon as they did, I glanced back behind us to see if any of the riot police had seen us. They were now a good hundred and thirty meters away, and I guessed we were out of immediate danger.

I nodded to the women and then darted around the corner again. The tube station was another eighty meters ahead, and I saw one of the cars leave the station to head toward District E’s harbor. I did a rough estimate and figured that we’d probably need to wait a few minutes for the next tube to arrive, but I didn’t think it would be a big deal as long as we could find a spot to hide.

We ducked into another alleyway, and I checked the row of riot police one last time. The police were plenty far away now, and no one had turned to spot us. I felt my nerves relax a bit, and I started to think that we were going to be able to get back to Persephone without a confrontation.

“One last stop and we’ll board the tube,” I told the women before I moved around the corner again. We passed another four buildings and then ducked into the last alley. The next corner was another major intersection, and it formed a T intersection with the street we had just fled. Across the road was the tube station, and crossing to board it would put us in plain sight of the distant riot police and anyone who was stationed on this intersecting avenue.

“I’m going to go check out the next street,” I told the women. “You all stay here.”

“Careful,” Z said.

“Always,” I replied.

“Uhhh, no. You are the exact opposite of that, Kitty Boy,” she said with a frown.

“Kitty boy?” Juliette asked as I turned the corner.

“Uhhh. Pet name for the captain. Sorry,” Z said, but I almost couldn’t hear her over the siren.

I moved to the end of the building and paused to see if I could hear anything around the corner. I couldn’t because of the siren, so I took a deep breath and leaned out. I made a quick count of fifteen guards sweeping the street a good twenty meters away from my position. Their backs were to me, and they were walking away, but they each wore full riot gear. Half of them held shock batons, and the other half held shotgun looking weapons with large magazines. I deduced they were riot control weapons which fired suppression rounds, but I didn’t really care to find out for sure.

I returned to the alley where the women hid and gave them the update.

“As soon as the tube hits the station, we are going to make a run for it. There are riot cops down both of these streets, and I’m hoping we can make it in without them seeing us. Don’t look in either direction, just run. Do you all understand?” I asked the captured girls. They nodded, and I looked to Z. “Make sure they get inside the tube.”

“Got it.”

“You help her,” I said to Juliette.

“I don’t need any orders from--” she began, but I waved my hand at her and gestured for them to move deeper into the alley.

“It’s coming. Stand back,” I said, and Juliette did follow my orders.

The tube train pulled into the raised platform, and I made ready to run. It was a forty meter distance across the street, two meters up the stairs, and then another fifteen to the tube. I’d be able to make it there in under fifteen seconds, even without my changed tiger form, but I didn’t think the girls would get there for thirty. The doors stayed open for about a minute, so I figured that we had time to spare.

The doors slid open with a hiss, and I opened my mouth to order the run, but then six cops in riot gear stepped out of the train.
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Zeta Hack - Chapter 12

“Shit. Get back,” I hissed as I moved away from the edge of the alleyway.

“Crap. What do we do now?” Z asked as we retreated.

“They will leave,” Juliette said. “Probably on the next train, or they will move to the streets. We just have to wait.”

“I actually agree with you.” Z snickered.

“Ahh, you have a brain after all,” the redhead said.

“Annnnnnnd, now you can go fuck yourself. For real. I’ve got a gun you can use.”

“I can think of someone else’s weapon I’d rather fuck,” Juliette said, and I felt a hand tap me on the back.

“You don’t have many friends, do you?” Z hissed.

“Nope. Not a single one. I don’t think you have many either,” Juliette answered.

“Hey,” I hissed back at them, and they both closed their mouths. “Shut up.”

Both of the pretty women glared at me, but I turned back around before they could reply. The armored soldiers were standing on the tube platform and talking to each other. The siren was still going so I couldn’t hear what they were saying, but it didn’t look like they were in a hurry to go anywhere.

We waited.

The next tube came to a stop after a few minutes, and the doors opened silently. The armored cops didn’t even look at the tube, they were engrossed in their conversation. Two of the men carried the riot shotguns, and the other four held door sized plastic shields and stun batons. The group of them would make short work of a group of protestors, and I wondered why they weren’t moving to join the rest of their comrades.

“Looks like you were wrong,” Z said.

“Let’s wait till the next train,” Juliette huffed.

We waited in silence, except for the sound of the sirens and the distant shots from the riot guns.

The next train came to the station, and the riot cops didn’t leave. It was obvious now that they were stationed here to keep anyone from taking the tube to the harbor. I guessed that even if we did get past these six men, there would be another group of them waiting for us at the harbor.

“Looks like you are still wrong,” Z said.

“We’ll keep waiting. Eventually--”

“Eventually they are going to find us. You said these are crooked cops?” Z asked.

“I don’t know if all of them are, but I’m guessing a lot of them are on Ian Ven Toreg’s pay--”

“Were on his payroll. Now they aren’t. They are going to be fucking pissed. We need to get out of here,” Z said.

“We can continue our run in this direction and get to the harbor without taking the tube,” Juliette said.

“We’ll still have to get by the six of them,” I said. “There was also a group on the next street over, and there will be more on the way.”

“You have a better plan?” the cop asked.

“Yeah. We take the tube.”

“Uhhhh--” Z began to say, but Juliette interrupted her.

“You just pointed out the six officers in the way.”

“Yeah. We’ll go through them.”

“No,” the woman said as she shook her head. “I don’t know if all of them were on Ian’s payroll, so you can’t shoot them.”

“I’m not going to shoot them,” I said.

“Then how are you going to--” Juliette said.

“Oh no. Adam, don’t,” Z interrupted.

“Don’t what?” the other woman asked.

“I’m going to charge them and take them on hand to hand. You all will get in the train.” I pointed back at the tube station and felt the beast inside of my DNA roar with the promise of release.

“Uhhh. There are six of them. They have stun batons and riot guns. You are going to get--” Her green eyes opened wide when she stared at my face and took a step back from me.

The beast screamed through my body.

My back arched against the pain of my spine reforming. My muscles burned, stretched, tore, regrew, and became stronger. My legs, chest, arms, shoulders, hands, and feet enlarged. My jeans were baggy, and I fumbled open my belt as my waist expanded. The boots I wore were from the scientists that put the monster in my DNA, and they expanded at the seams to mold to my half human-half tiger feet.

Juliette’s mouth hung open, and the girls moved to cower behind her. Z began to talk to them in a soothing voice, but I couldn’t actually hear her words over the sound of my blood and the beast screaming through my skull.

My human teeth popped out of my mouth, and the tiger’s pushed through my enlarged jaw. My vision was tinted yellowish now, and it snapped into focus on Juliette’s neck. The beast was all raw emotions, and it wanted me to rip her apart for mistreating my women as much as it wanted me to fuck her until she was mine.

“Oh. Shit. Oh. Shit.” The redhead took three small steps backward and tripped over one of the girls who stared at me with horror.

“I’ll engggggage them, and you all get on the train. Understand?” my voice growled on the g’s, but the women nodded, so I knew they understood me. Or maybe they were just nodding because I sounded like I asked them a question, and they remembered the last order I gave them.

“What the fuck are you?” Juliette gasped.

I didn’t answer. Instead, I turned and sprinted toward the tube station.

Toward the six riot police who were completely unaware of the approaching monster shooting toward them like a striped missile.

Toward the stopping train.

I made it to the top of the stairs before one of the men with the riot shotguns noticed me. He let out a surprised shriek of warning, but the other men turned just as I bowling-balled into them. I shoulder checked one of the officers holding a shield, and the impact caused him to fly away from me. His armored body slammed into the side of the tube train with an impact hard enough to dent the metal of the vehicle.

My left fist lashed out with a haymaker that caught another baton carrying man in the helmet. The metal cracked under the impact of my blow and his body spun around like a top. I used the momentum of my swing to carry me past the group, and then I did a rear kick that connected with the armored ass of another baton wielder. My boot lifted him off the ground like a catapult, and he flew down the stairs.

There were three men left standing. Two with riot shotguns, and one with a shield and baton. The men with the guns pivoted to point their weapons at me, but I grabbed the barrel of the one on my left and jerked it away from my chest as I grabbed onto the helmet of the baton wearing man with my right hand. The man on the left fired, but his slug missed. The man on the right also fired, but I had yanked the cop with the helmet toward me, and the soft riot slug kicked him right in the back. The man let out a surprised scream, but it was cut short when I let go of my hand and threw him face first into the side of the train.

I held firm to the rifle on the left, which was still in the man’s grasp. I pulled on the gun as I drove my fist into his stomach. The blow might have killed an unarmored man, but the padded plates on his stomach made it so that I just knocked all the wind out of his lungs.

The second riot gun carrying cop fired, and I guessed it hit me, since we were at such close range, but I didn’t feel the rubber slug make any sort of impact. I let go of the barrel of the left gun, stepped toward the man on my right, and then grabbed him on the shoulder. He pushed his gun into my stomach and I felt like someone slammed a mallet into my abdominal muscles. It hurt like hell, but I’d experienced far worse, and the pain didn’t prevent me from slamming his face into the side of the train three times.

Then the doors to the tube train slid open with a happy chime sound.

I turned to the women and saw them begin to sprint from the alley. I didn’t see the cops on the adjacent street, but I did see the line of police off in the distance to my left. The sight gave me some relief, but I figured we would still have to worry about the security at the harbor.

“Z and Juliette, pick up the shields,” I ordered, and both women pulled the large clear door shaped shields from the arms of the unconscious men.

I crouched down and picked up one of the shock batons. The thing was on, and I put it up to my mouth so I could hold it in my teeth like a dog with a bone. Then I reached for both of the riot shotguns. They were large weapons meant to be used with two hands, but they fit fine enough in my massive grip, and I stood with one in each hand.

Juliette did hint that she didn’t want me to kill any cops.

“You took out six men in that many seconds,” the policewoman said when we stepped into the tube.

“Hmmm,” I mouthed around the baton as the door to the tube train slid closed with another happy chime.

“What the hell are you? The witnesses at the bank said you turned into some sort of tiger-man. How is this possible?” Juliette looked at me, but when I didn’t respond, she turned to Z.

“Shit, girl. I’ve only got half a brain, don’t ask me.” Z smirked and then waved her arm around to test the weight of the riot shield.

“Whatever. You both are going to answer questions when we get back on my ship.

I growled at the policewoman, and the five girls let out gasps of surprise. Juliette narrowed her eyes at me and then shook her head.

“Persephone isn’t your ship. That’s the second time you’ve said that,” Z growled after she cleared her throat. “I don’t think you should do it again. Do you see how big Adam’s teeth are?”

“Hmmm.” The woman bit her lip and then glanced at my mouth.

“Fine. It’s your ship, and here is our stop.” Juliette nodded behind me, and I turned as the train began to slow.

I moved to the door and then pointed the shotgun in my left hand at the space behind me. Z understood what I meant and moved behind me with her shield. Juliette did the same, and they formed a wall protecting the terrified girls from any riot bullets that might make it into the train car.

The tube track cover opened up, and I saw the harbor platform through the window. The sight made me growl with frustration, and I turned to shake my head at the women. I knew that Z and Juliette could also see out the window, and the emotion on their faces was clear.

There were thirty riot police gathered around the station platform.

They weren’t really watching the train pull in, which was a small blessing, but they’d see me as soon as I stepped out of the car. There was probably a half-dozen, and then four other groups scattered around the harbor landing area. Our dock was some two hundred meters down to our right past the second info station, and there was no way we could sneak by these assholes. We would have to go through them.

I would have to go through them.

“What are we going to do?” Z’s voice was filled with fear, and I stared into her pretty blue eyes for half a moment.

“No,” she said as I turned around.

“No, Adam. No! Spit the damn baton out and talk to me! You can’t fucking run out there, you crazy fuck,” she begged, but then the train came to a stop, and the doors slid open with a happy chime.

I stepped out of the car and pointed both of my riot guns at the first group of cops.

Then I pulled the triggers.

None of these men expected an attack here. They expected this to be the easy assignment where they just kept the ships docked while the rest of their comrades did the messy work. Maybe some of them were a bit upset that they didn’t get to be on the front lines.

Maybe they wished they could see some action.

I was less than three meters from the group of men, and I half expected the riot slugs to bounce harmlessly off their riot armor. The exact opposite happened though. My first shots lifted two men off the ground and sent them tumbling down the stairs of the platform. The group of police jumped and turned toward the gunshots. Some carried riot shotguns similar to mine. Most carried the stun batons and shields.

They all shouted with surprise when they saw a two and a half meter tall tiger-man carrying a riot gun in each hand.

I pulled the triggers again and sent two more cops tumbling away from me. Their armor was soaking up all the kinetic energy from the riot slugs and distributing it evenly across the panels of their suits. They were probably designed to take hits from melee weapons or maybe thrown bricks. The riot slugs were made out of some sort of soft rubber-like material, and every joule of energy from the shots pushed against them. It was as if I was shooting cartoon cannonballs out of the guns, and the last two men on the platform tumbled down the stairs.

I sprung to one side as the guards below me turned to shoot their own riot guns. The rubber-like bullets pelted the train behind me like a bass drum roll, and I somehow managed to avoid getting hit. My twin guns sounded a reply, and two more of the armored cops bounced off the ground below me.

Then I leapt down the stairs as another volley of riot slugs parted the air around me. My next twin shots hit two more armored men before I landed beside the other six standing in the group. Most of these men carried stun batons, but I managed to take another two of them down with point blank shots to their chests.

One man swung his baton at my face, but he had to angle his swing upward, and I was able to lean back a bit so that the weapon only tickled my whiskers with electricity. As soon as the baton passed wide, I stepped into the man to check his return strike while I pointed my twin shotguns at two more men in the group. They were raising their shields to deflect my shots, but I shrugged my shoulders up so I could push my weapons down over the door sized barriers. My guns barked, and each of the men caught the slugs in their helmets. Their heads snapped back, and they tumbled head over heels away from me. I didn’t want to kill police officers, but there were too many of them in my way. If I pulled any punches, it could mean our capture. Then we wouldn’t be able to stop Huyan Kar from doing whatever it was that he planned with the explosives. We wouldn’t be able to save these five girls, and there was a good chance that Eve would never be freed from prison.

I blocked a baton thrust with my right gun and then shoved the barrel into the man’s chest before I pulled the trigger. The round sent him flying away from me, and then swept the legs of the last cop who I stood against. He tumbled to the ground, and I stomped my massive boot into his stomach. The air rushed out of his lungs like a popped balloon, and I guessed that he wouldn’t be getting up for a good ten minutes.

Gunshots rang out, and I dove to the side. One of the bullets pegged me in the chest, and another slammed into my stomach. If I had been wearing any sort of armor the rubber-like bullets probably wouldn’t have hurt at all, but the hits made me grunt with surprised pain, and I knew I would have massive bruises for a few minutes.

I rolled onto my left shoulder and then flipped up sideways onto my feet while firing again. The next group of men were ten meters away, and they hadn’t formed any sort of shield wall yet. My first slug smacked a gunman down, and my second knocked over a man with a baton.

Another group of men ran at me from my left side. They actually raised their shields and held their batons out like short spears. I backpedaled away from them while I aimed my weapons at their feet. My shots were true, and hit the front two men on their shins. The men shouted in pain and then tripped forward. The cops rushing behind them were too slow to stop their movement, and the group ended up getting tangled and falling in a heap.

I zig-zagged to my left while I shot another two riot slugs into the pile of men. My movement wasn’t quick enough though, and I caught a slug on the right shoulder. The hit spun me around, and then another slug hit me in the back, right between the shoulder blades. The bullet lifted me off my feet and threw me forward a few meters, but I managed to roll with my landing and came up and around to a crouch, with both of my guns facing the tidal wave of armored men.

The animal didn’t even feel the pain.

I squeezed the triggers. One slug hit a gunman in the face and knocked him over, but the other one was deflected by a shield. The slide of my left weapon didn’t chamber a round, so I knew that the magazine was empty. I dropped the gun and then twisted to the side while I fired another shot out of the right weapon. This slug hit another gunman in the stomach and knocked him down like he was a doll getting hit with a baseball bat. The slide didn’t return on this weapon, so I dropped it and grabbed the stun baton out of my mouth.

Then I charged the remaining men.

The beast inside of my soul loved this battle. It wanted to tear into them. It wanted to rip open their flesh and taste their blood on the air. It wanted to hear them scream, hear them die. My human soul held the monster back. Some of these men probably deserved death, but they weren’t using lethal attacks on me. I was going to do my best not to kill any of them. The priority was punching through them so that the women I protected could get to Persephone.

Two riot slugs slammed into my chest as I ran, but each of the slugs felt like bee stings, and I shrugged off the pain before I reached the group. They’d been smart enough to prepare a wall of protection with their riot shields, but my charging mass just smashed through the barrier and scattered the puny men as if they were children carrying plastic trash can lids.

I swung my baton and electrocuted a cop while I kicked the legs out from another. Two men thrust their batons at me, but I knocked both of their arms aside with a sweep of my left arm. Then I pushed my baton into the man on the right’s face, and he screamed before he fell unconscious.

I screamed as the muscles in my back seized. There were too many assholes around me, and one of them had hit me with his stun baton. I spun around and smacked the man with the back of my gloved fist. The blow made the man’s body twist around, but I didn’t know if it had actually broken his neck.

I caught one of the men with a riot gun taking aim at my head, and I ducked down to avoid the shot. The movement cost me the ability to dodge the next stun baton hit, and the left side of my body went numb with agony.

“Arrrrrrrrrrrggggghhhhh!” I roared as I smashed the side of my baton into the man’s helmet. Both his armor and the baton in my hand broke with a shower of electricity, and an explosion of sparks sprayed across the men I was engaged in melee with.

I kicked one man, blocked a baton from another with my forearm, and then punched a third with my free hand. A fourth jumped toward me with his baton raised like a sword, but I managed to snatch him out of the air before he could stab the weapon into my furry head. I lifted him up over my head as I screamed at the other men. The movement cost me another baton shock to the chest, but then I threw the cop on top of them all. The armored assholes went down in a huge pile, and I picked up a new baton from the ground.

I intended to shock them into unconsciousness, but a series of new gunfire pulled my attention back up to the train platform. Juliette had picked up one of the riot shotguns, and she was taking out the other guards from behind a shield that Z held. Two of the five girls we rescued were also carrying shields, and the others were cowering behind their shield wall.

I slammed the stun baton into the mess of armored men. I didn’t know if the electricity was running through all of them with each strike, but more than one man would always scream when I used the weapon. I had almost finished knocking all of them out, when another gunman took a shot at me. The rubber-like slug slammed into the side of my head. The world tilted and spun for a moment, but then I regained my balance, and I turned to glare at the man. He was one of three left, and the other two of his friends held up shields that he could fire over.

I felt the beast’s rage take control and I sprinted toward the last trio. I saw their eyes open with terror, and the man with the gun stood up over the shields to take another shot at me while I charged. Juliette was quicker, and the bullet from her gun slammed into his head. He tilted over, fell, and I smashed my shoulder into both of the shields. The man on my right spun away out of the range of my baton, but the one on the left didn’t get very far. My weapon found the back of his neck, and he let out a scream before he fell unconscious.

I turned to the last man, but Juliette’s gun fired again. She was an excellent shot, and his helmet was knocked off his head with the impact of her slug. He toppled over, and I scanned the harbor to see if any of the riot police were moving. They were either all unconscious, or they were smart enough to lie down and play dead.

“Let’s go,” I said to the women as I pointed in the direction of the dock where we had parked Persephone. Juliette and Z both nodded, and then they turned to make sure the five girls were coming.

We ran, but I didn’t see any more riot police. The harbor was completely empty, and I wondered if they had told the citizens to go back to their ships, or quarantined everyone in a different area. Either way, it looked like we were going to get out of this okay. We just needed to get through the docking tube and on board the manta ray shaped vessel.

“Thank the stars! We are here,” Z shouted as soon as we made it to our tube. Then the blonde hacker turned to the five girls. “You all are going to be okay. We’ll get you back home in ten minutes.

“We have a problem,” Juliette said as soon as we popped open the door and entered the tube leading from the dock to Persephone’s rear hatch.

“What?” I growled, and everyone but Z’s face turned three shades paler.

“They are going to have records of your ship leaving the dock. It might come back to me.” Juliette looked me up and down as she spoke as if she still couldn’t believe she was talking to a walking tiger.

“You have an admin login to these?” Z asked as she pointed at the control panel of the dock.

“Yes, but that’s only going to get you into the--”

“I’ll figure it out. Give me your password,” Z said as she pulled her computer cord from her pocket.

“It’s… hmmm.” Juliette crossed her arms and then looked back to me.

“Look, you just said this is going to get back to you. Haven’t we proven ourselves to you yet?” Z rolled her eyes almost back into her skull. “We don’t want the bad guys to win.”

“Fine. It is tiger-eight-four-seven-five-six-tiger.”

“Like T as in tiger?” Z asked.

“No. The word tiger.”

“That’s kind of we--”

“I like cats and tigers. Do you have a problem with that?” Juliette hissed at the blonde hacker, and then the redhead gave me a sidelong glance.

“Uhhh. No. I really like them also. Sheesh. I wasn’t trying to be a bitch.” Z shrugged her shoulders and then started tapping buttons on the control panel of the door.

“Just your thing with the--”

“Done!” Z shouted with glee.

“What did you do?” I asked.

“I made their system think that every single ship docked on the station has just left.”

“Uhhh. The whole station?” Juliette gasped.

“Yeah.”

“You’re going to fuck up operations for the next thirty-six hours. Or more,” the police woman hissed.

“Yeah, and we are going to get out of here alive, and no one is going to know you were behind all this. Can’t bake a cake without breaking some eggs.”

“You can’t make an omelet--”

“I’d rather have cake than an omelet,” Z interrupted as she gestured to the far end of the tube where Persephone's shutter door was. “You gonna argue with me about cooking or can we get the fuck out of here?”

“Let’s go,” I said before Juliette could answer.

Then we ran to Persephone.
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Zeta Hack - Chapter 13

We didn’t have any problem returning to our dock in District B’s harbor. The woman on dispatch said that they were having system issues, but Juliette was able to smooth talk the woman into letting us return without a security check, since we had “just made a quick trip to the other side of the station and they were saving our spot.”

The police commander didn’t lie when she said she had once been a good pilot. Z did a fine job docking Persephone when we first arrived on Queen’s Hat, but Juliette asked to fly the dark craft back this time, and she’d parked us at the dock without even the slightest of bumps. The execution made Z cross her arms and lean back in her seat, but the redhead surprised both of us by not rubbing in her obvious skill.

“What time is it on the station?” I asked Juliette after the dock tube was attached.

“One in the afternoon, Earth time,” she replied as she stood from the copilot’s seat. “Feels good to fly again, even if for a little bit.”

“We have a dinner appointment with Byron in Huyan’s club. The plan was to meet him,” I said to the redhead as she stretched her arms over her head. The movement stretched her shirt tightly against her firm breasts and showed off the creamy white skin of her toned stomach. Our eyes met, the corner of her mouth turned up in a crooked smile, and I realized she’d tried to get me to look at her. It seemed as if the policewoman had overcome her initial terror of my shift and was doing her usual manipulations.

“You need to find out what the explosives are for,” she said as she lowered her arms to the back of the pilot’s chair and picked up her jacket. She fished inside her pocket and pulled out her pack of smokes.

“If you give us our friend, we can get that done easily,” I said as I crossed my arms over my chest. I was still in my cat form, and I would need to sleep before we went to the club. It was going to be a real rough night because I doubted the six or so hours of rest would actually help me recover from my shift.

“Sorry, but no.”

“What the fuck? We’ve just helped you save these girls!” Z gestured to the five teenagers that sat behind us in the gunner’s seats. “We want to help you!”

“Or, you know there are terrorists in my district, so you’ll just jump on your starship and leave. Nope. I’m not letting your friend out until you deliver proof that Izetta Baccala is involved with Huyan and Byron’s operations.” Juliette slid a cigarette into her mouth and then pulled a lighter out of her jeans.

“No smoking on my bridge,” I growled as she lit it.

“Hmmm,” she winked at me as she inhaled deeply on the rolled tobacco. The woman then made a kissing motion with her mouth and blew out the smoke.

I closed the distance between us in one step, and she let out a surprised gasp.

“If you hurt me--” she started to say, but I pinched the burning cigarette out of her fingers and crushed it in my giant cat-hand.

“No. Smoking. On. My. Bridge,” I repeated slowly. I could smell her fear, and knew that her facial expressions and flirting were only an act to try to gain positioning on the situation.

“Well then,” she said with a sigh.

“If you let Eve go, we will find out what is gooooooing on tonigggght.” I growled. “If you keep her, we might not know for a few days. Do you really want to risk that?”

“How is your friend going to find out what is going on? Is she some sort of super spy?” Juliette asked.

“Uhhh. No,” Z said as she looked at me. I got my friend’s hesitation. Juliette probably wouldn’t believe us if we stated that Eve was able to read people’s thoughts.

“She has a way with people,” I said. “They reveal things to her they would not otherwise divulge. I am telling you, we can figure this out tonight, or tomorrow if you let our friend go.”

“Sorry, Kitty Boy? Is that what you call him?” Juliette asked as she looked over to Z.

“That is what I call him,” Z spat with emphasis on the “I.”

“Yeah, so anyways, Kitty Boy, no can do. I will give you back your money, and your transponders, and Blondie has her computer back. Your friend with the red eyes is the only leverage I have. I’m not going to give her up because you guys promise shit. I’ve been the victim of too many broken promises. I’m done with them.”

“You are promising us that you will give our friend back,” I said as I fought against my body’s desire to rip the redhead’s throat out with my claws. “Why should we trust you?”

“Because you don’t have a choice. I’m guessing you won’t be looking like this tonight?” she asked as she pointed at my face. “Call me via transponder when you finish meeting Huyan. The clock is ticking. I need to get these girls someplace safe, go back to my office, and then ensure no one has seen us on the District E street feed.”

My chest rumbled, and the redhead raised an eyebrow.

“Adam…” Z hissed, and I felt her hands circle my massive bicep.

“Listen to Blondie, Kitty Boy. You’ve come this far. Would be a shame if I didn’t return tonight. My men have air-lock instructions for your friend.”

I didn’t know if she was bluffing. I could still smell the sweet scent of her terror, but she was one hell of a poker player, and her eyes betrayed no fear as she looked up at me.

“We good?” she asked.

“Yeah. We’re good. Don’t hurt our friend,” Z said.

“Awww. When you say it like that, makes me sound like I’m the criminal. Ahh well. I guess everyone is a hero in their own mind. Speaking of that, hey girls? Ready to get back home?” Juliette called out to the five young women who we had saved from a life of sex slavery.

“Yes,” one of them said, and they got up from their seats.

“I’ll be waiting for your call,” the cop said before she walked off the bridge.

“Fucking bitch!” Z shouted after she walked around the map to make sure they had gone down the elevator.

“I need to shift back into human form,” I said.

“Yeah, and then you are going to be fucked up. I know the drill.”

“I’ll need to get back to the hotel before I pass out. You still have to buy a dress for tonight.”

“Uhhh. How long will you need to sleep?”

“Until we have to go,” I said as I tried to think of blue ocean waves on a pristine beach.

“Eight?” she asked.

“Yeah. It won’t be enough time to fully recover, but I’ll make it work,” I said.

“Oh,” she said.

“What’s wrong?” The tone of Z’s voice pulled me from my thoughts of the ocean, and I opened my eyes to look at her.

“Nothing,” she said as she crossed her arms.

“Something is wrong.”

“It’s stupid. Change back and let’s return to the hotel.”

“What’s stupid?” I asked.

“Just leave it. I’m fine. It’s nothing for you to worry about.” She smiled at me, but the motion looked forced.

“Look, if you don’t want to go, I can tell them you weren’t--”

“No! Fuck, Adam, I want to go with you. Just leave it alone, okay? I was looking forward to going dress shopping with you. It’s really fucking dumb, and I hate that I’m disappointed, but you have to sleep. I get it.”

“Z, it’s--”

“I’m going to go down to the dock and make sure that bitch didn’t steal anything when she was walking out of here. I’ll meet you there when you are ready to go,” she said as she turned to walk away from me.

“Wait,” I said as I grabbed onto her shoulder. She stopped walking, and I turned her around to face me.

“I don’t know what to do,” I admitted.

“Me either,” she sighed. “I wish I could program my feelings.”

“Do you really wish that?”

“I’m having romantic feelings for a man who can turn into a giant walking tiger and likes to throw himself headfirst into walls of bullets. Yeah. I’m notoriously bad with love. I just pick the best ones.” Her blue eyes turned downward.

“Alright,” I said as I let go of her shoulder.

“No. No. No. I didn’t mean it like that,” Z said as she looked back up to me. “Okay, you jump into the wall of bullets to save me, or Eve, or someone else that needs it. You’re… You’re… Just great. You are kind, strong, uhh big and handsome.” Her face turned red. “The cat thing is… really hot.” Z seemed to have realized what she just said and she gasped with embarrassment. “Wait! I’m not weird. I just like cats, okay? Fuck. I need to go!” Her face had turned redder, and she spun away from me to run toward the bridge elevator.

I thought about chasing after her, but I didn’t know what to say when I did catch her. Our conversations were going around in circles now that the proverbial cat was out of the bag. My feelings for the snarky hacker were growing stronger, but my love for Eve hadn’t faded. How could I have feelings for two women who were so different? What the hell was I going to do? What would I tell Eve?

I wouldn’t even need to tell her. She would know the second she was out of Juliette’s prison. I dreaded hurting the beautiful vampire woman, but Z had been right earlier when she said she couldn’t stop her feelings.

Eyeeee yah?

I spun around the bridge as the whispered words fluttered across my ear. The voice had been distinctly feminine, but I didn’t see anyone standing behind me.

“Hello?” My large revolver was in my hand, and I turned around the bridge again. The fur on the back of my neck was standing up, but I didn’t see anyone.

I didn’t smell anyone either.

“Eye yah. Eye yah. Yah?”

“Show yourself!” I growled as I spun again. I didn’t feel the air part with the whisper, so I had no idea how someone could be speaking in my ear.

The voice did sound familiar though. Where had I heard it before?

The holographic map projection was spinning around our docking position on Queen’s Hat, but the image flickered and then slowly zoomed out. I stepped closer to the raised map platform and watched it twist to show a cluster of solar systems.

A green icon appeared on the map, and I read the display text.

System 879 “Mercnsa”

That was where we were currently located.

The map shifted to the right some, and another yellow-green icon appeared.

Gliese 876

This was the system we were just in where we helped Jatal.

The map moved again, and another point was highlighted.

Y-114 a

The map began to zoom in on the system. It was a single main sequence type of star, but the hologram gave it a pink color. Ten planets were circling the system, and the map zoomed in on the sixth one. It looked to be a water world, but three large land masses that I guessed were only ten percent of the surface area.

There was a city on the coast of one of the shores, and the map finished its zoom.

The icon glowed green, but then the color shifted to red and began to pulse like a heartbeat.

“Eye yahhhhhh,” she said again in my ear, but I didn’t turn to look at her.

“I’ll go,” I heard myself say, but I didn’t feel as if the voice was my own.

“Eye yah?” I felt her hand on my shoulder. Her fingers came up to stroke the side of my neck.

I wasn’t in my tiger form anymore. I was human again, but I hadn’t remembered changing.

“Eye yah?” she asked again. Her breath was hot in my ear, and a shiver of pleasure descended my spine.

Then the transponder buzzed in my chest pocket.

“You coming?” I heard Z say. She sounded a bit annoyed.

“Yeah,” I gasped as I looked around the bridge. There was no one standing next to me, or whispering in my ear. The map projection was still on Queen’s Hat and I felt the breath leave my lungs.

“Are you in the armory?” Z asked.

“Uhh. No. Still on the bridge.”

“What? It’s been an hour. I thought you were putting your guns away.”

“Sorry. I got distracted,” I said as I reached down to the map controls. I’d memorized the coordinates of the third location that had appeared, and I keyed in the numbers.

“By what?”

“I’ll be down in a second. I’ll just leave my guns here.”

“Okay,” she answered, and I heard the transponder beep.

I finished typing in the coordinates, and the map zoomed in to show the system I had seen earlier. I found the planet and then dialed the map so that I was staring down at the city. It wasn’t a live feed, of course, and I guessed Persephone’s map database was accumulated from hundreds of thousands of Elaka Nota probes.

I took off my gun belts and laid them on top of the empty spot by the map, then I used the elevator to get down to the hold level. I found Z waiting impatiently by the hatch door.

“Sorry,” I apologized again.

“It’s okay. You feeling alright?”

“Yeah,” I said.

“You seem…” her voice trailed off as her blue eyes looked at my face. “Not tired.”

“I don’t feel like I normally do after I change, but I am hungry.”

“Let’s get back to the hotel, order lunch, and then I’ll go get a dress while you sleep,” the blonde hacker said as she opened the hatch door.

Fifteen minutes later we’d returned to our hotel room. The exhaustion had begun to set in, but I didn’t want to sleep without taking a shower.

“I’ll order the food,” Z said with a smile. “I’ll get a lot.”

“Great,” I replied as I walked into the bathroom. Moments later I was standing under a magnificent torrent of hot water and thinking about the plans for tonight. The job would have been easy with Eve, but Z’s and my situation wasn’t impossible. If anything, Jared Wes and Tyrell Durel might report back to Huyan Kar that there had been an attack at their drop off. It could mean that Kar would raise security, and then he might need me even more.

I wondered about Byron’s relationship with Huyan Kar. It was obvious the men were business partners, but I also got the impression that Byron’s twin girlfriends might have actually been pulling their strings. I supposed women could be slavers just as much as men could, but I found the idea a bit hard to digest. Maybe I had a soft spot for the fairer sex.

“Adam?” I heard Z call through the bathroom.

“Yeah?” I asked. I realized I’d forgotten to lock the door, and I almost expected her to jump in the shower with me. It would have been a bold move, but I didn’t know if I would tell her to leave.

“Food’s here.”

“Ahh, Okay,” I said as the tension in my shoulders relaxed. “I’ll be there in a second.”

“Okay,” she replied, and I saw the door close through the steam of the bathroom.

I finished washing, dried off, and then brushed my teeth. I’d forgotten to bring in spare clothes, and I realized I didn’t even have any clean clothes. Closest was the Victorian suit, which was probably okay for tonight, but I’d need clean underwear.

Here I was, a genetically modified weretiger, with an experimental spaceship, a friend who was a witch-vampire, and another friend who was an exceptional hacker. Yet I still had to worry about laundry. I found a robe in the bathroom. It was sized for a man, but I was broad of shoulders and chest, so it didn’t fit me correctly.

“What did you order?” I asked as I walked over to the table.

“Uhh, a bunch of stuff,” Z said as she looked at me. Her face was red, but she didn’t turn away.

“I’m out of clean clothes. I have the suit, but need underwear or something else to wear.”

“I can grab some when I’m out,” she said. Her eyes were staring at my chest. There were four trays of food on our table, and I opened up one to find a stack of sandwiches.

“You know, I’m just gonna run out now and do that,” Z said as she snatched one of the smaller sandwiches from my plate.

“You sure?” I asked as she stood up.

“Uhhh.” She turned to face me. “Yeah. I should go. Like right now. I’ll get you some more clothes and pick up the dress. You eat and get some rest.”

“Okay.” I shrugged.

“Yeah. I have to go.” She let out a long breath. “See you soon.”

“Be safe,” I said.

“I will. Thanks.” Z opened the door to our room and then pulled it closed after she walked out.

I went to work on the plates of food and managed to eat everything. The full belly hammered home my exhaustion, and I flopped down on the bed with the robe on. I didn’t know how long it would be until Z returned, but I figured some sleep was better than nothing.

“Adam?” I heard Z say, and I lifted my head up from the pillow.

“Yeah?”

“It’s seven fifteen,” she called out from the bathroom. I could see the bottom half of a gold colored dress, and part of her face as she looked at me from around the corner.

“Damn. I was out. Felt like I just laid down.” I had one of those sleep deprivation headaches, and my muscles were sore. It wasn’t nearly enough rest to recover from my shift, but I was going to have to deal with it.

“I put your stuff on the couch if you want to get changed,” she called out, and then the door to the bathroom closed so that just a crack of light came through.

I moved to the couch and found the package of new underwear. She’d guessed my size correctly, and I soon had my suit on. I was putting on my shoes when the door to the bathroom opened. Z stepped out into the room, and I felt my breath catch in my chest.

The willowy woman’s dress was a light gold color. It looked to be made out of shiny satin, but there was white lace paisley pattern embroidered across the fabric in a style that matched my suit. The dress hugged her upper body like a second skin and pushed her small breasts together to form surprisingly ample cleavage. The bottom half of the dress ended high on her long legs, but there was a panel at the back of the skirt which extended out behind her like a lace tail. She wore high heel shoes that matched the color of the dress. They looked to be exactly the same style as the black ones she complained about earlier, and I had to admit they made her lean legs look fantastic.

“I’m guessing you like it,” she said as her face turned red.

“Yeah,” I said as I cleared my throat.

“This cape thing is kind of fun,” she said as she turned a bit. The fabric I thought was a tail was really styled to look like wings falling from her shoulders. “The girl said it was a new trend. Uhhh. I’m not really used to wearing stuff like this. Seems more Eve’s style.” She looked at me, and I saw the question in her blue eyes.

“You look great. It suits you. I really like it,” I said, and I instantly saw relief flood over her pretty face.

“I’ll put my shoes on, and we’ll go,” I said as I continued to work on them.

“Okay,” she said, and I looked up at her. Our eyes met, and we stared at each other for what felt like five minutes. I finally tore myself away from her blue eyes and finished putting on my shoes.

I cleared my throat again and stood from the couch. Then we moved to the door of the room and left without saying another word to each other.

We stood on opposite sides of the elevator, and I kept my attention focused on the door. When it dinged, her arm wrapped through mine, and I turned to give her a smile.

“We should get another night. We might not be able to get this figured out,” I said absently as we walked by the front desk.

“Yeah. Another night would be nice,” she said, and I understood the tone of her voice.

It only took me a few minutes to pay, and then we left the hotel and walked toward Benjo. The walk was five minutes, and we arrived a good fifteen minutes before eight. There was a crowd outside of the place already, and there were plenty of nicely dressed men and women waiting in a long line.

“I’m here with Byron Jacobs. The name is Adam,” I said after I walked up to the two doormen.

“We got you. They are in the VIP lounge at the back of the mezzanine,” the one on the left said as he pulled open the velvet rope barrier. The other man opened the door to the place, and I led Z inside.

The interior of the club was similar to the cafe where Byron and I had met this morning. The walls were a worn brick of various reds, browns, and white. Copper pipes descended from the roof, twisted with a series of intricate 90-degree angles that entwined them like a complicated knot, and then ended into the brick walls. I would have guessed the pipes were only there for aesthetic purposes, but some had pressure gauges on them, and I saw the needles shift and move in unison. It was possible they were connected to something in the station that passed air or another liquid through them.

The front part of the club seemed to be more of a restaurant-bar, and I saw thirty well-dressed patrons sitting in the various booths eating or drinking. We walked past them, and I observed all of the men, and most of the women, gawk at Z.

The space behind the bar was an open dance floor. There was music blaring through the speakers, but no live band was playing, and there were no dancers on the floor. I looked up above the stage and saw the mezzanine. Byron was leaning against the rails there, and he waved down at us. I returned his gesture, and he pointed to a stairwell on my left side.

Z and I walked up the stairs and came to another pair of suited guards. They each gave us a nod and then moved aside so we could walk into the main part of the upper floor. The air up here was thick with bitter tobacco smoke, and the lights were dimmed almost to near darkness. The area was sectioned off into clusters of leather couches squatting around low tables. Some of the tables had poles that mostly naked women entwined themselves around. Other tables had small games of cards or dice being played. There were about the same number of people up here as there were around the bar downstairs, but these men and women seemed to be dressed nicer, and none of them looked at Z and me when we walked past them.

There was a walled off area, and another set of guards where I saw Byron. The large men parted to let Z and I enter the archway, and Byron greeted us there.

“Ahhh. Adam!” He reached his hand out to shake mine and then he looked over at Z. His eyes were wide and hungry as he looked her up and down, and my exhaustion was suddenly pushed aside as the beast inside of me fought to free itself and take over my body. “Your woman is looking tasty tonight. Hmmmm. Have you thought about what I said?”

“What you said?” I hissed as I closed my eyes. I felt Z squeeze my arm and the blood rushing through my skull was louder than the dance music playing on the speakers.

“Yeah, Mate. That trade. My girls like you, I like your girl. Let’s do a little switch-a-roo for the night. Eh?” He gestured over his shoulder to the group of couches. I saw the twin blonde women sitting there. The one on the left waved to me, and the other one blew me a kiss. Both women were wearing suits instead of their usual dresses or lingerie, but the front of their blouses were cut low to show their cleavage. I could actually tell them apart now because one wore a red blouse, and the other wore a darker red blouse.

“I’m more interested in work,” I said to the bald gangster as I forced myself to smile.

“Ahhh. I like your style. I need more men interested in working instead of fucking, but there is always going to be time for fucking.” He leered at Z again, and the blonde hacker smirked. I imagined she was doing her best not to roll her eyes or shoot him some smartass remark.

“Work first,” I said to him, and I felt the beast in my stomach start to calm to a dull roar.

“We’ll talk about the swap later then,” Byron winked at Z and then beckoned for us to come join him. We followed him and sat on the leather love seat across from Byron and his twins. The woman with the lighter red blouse poured me and Z drinks from an open wine bottle, and then the one with the darker blouse passed us the glasses.

“Thank you,” Z said as she took the glass. The liquid was pink in color and had an abundance of bubbles.

“You are most certainly welcome,” the woman said. Then she kissed the air and leaned back next to the bald man. The other twin rubbed the tip of her pointer finger across the rim of her glass as she stared at me.

“Kar isn’t here yet,” the gangster said after he took a sip of his own drink. “As soon as he gets here, we’ll order food and talk business.”

“I picked up some of the conversation about tomorrow. You run muscle for him?” I asked.

“Yeah, Mate. I started in District B running some gambling fixes with better odds. Then I graduated to setting drone races. Did real good, and then started moving Pow-Pow. That was really hot, so I needed bruisers to keep the dogs at bay.

“Pow-Pow?” I asked.

“Yeah, Mate. You’ve never had Pow-Pow? Ahh man!” He moved his hands over his coat and then pulled a small plastic bag out of his pocket. It was filled with a magenta colored powder. “This is the stuff. Just a few snorts and you’ll be feeling beyond wonderful.”

“Hmmm,” I said as I looked at the bag.

“Yeah, Mate. You know the point right before you blow your load? When the pleasure is at its maximum? It’s like that for hours. The come down is nice and gentle as well. It’s only mildly addicting. You wanna try a sniff?” He wiggled the bag.

“I’m good for now,” I said.

“You should try some later,” the twin with the lighter shirt said. “We’ll do it with you.”

“It’s super fun. Feels like the best sex you’ve ever had,” the other blonde twin said as she winked at me. The twins were gorgeous, and I imagined that their sales pitch would have worked on ninety-nine percent of the men they spoke with.

“We’ll see where the night takes us,” I said with a half smile. I guessed that outright refusal would have made them suspicious, but I wasn’t really interested in trying any drugs out. I’d had too many pumped inside of me when I was a prisoner. I was even afraid of getting drunk, since I might lose control of the monster inside of me and end up killing a bunch of people.

“Gooooood,” the twin with the darker blouse moaned.

“Which one is which?” I asked as I pointed at the two women.

“I’m Paula,” said the one with the lighter colored red blouse.

“That helps,” I said. “I’d prefer to call you by the correct names.”

“That is nice of you,” said Kasta.

“Oi, Mate. You don’t need to worry about my girls. Just call them whatever you want. I don’t care!” Byron let out a laugh, but both of the women shook their heads and smirked.

“What did you both do all day?” Kasta asked Z.

“Adam slept, and I went shopping for this dress,” my friend said quickly.

“It is beautiful,” Paula said.

“Yeah, it is.” Byron nodded. “Really beautiful.” There was no mistaking his tone, and I had to push the beast back into my stomach.

“You said you moved Pow-Pow. Is that how you met Huyan Kar?” I asked.

“Yeah. I sold him a bunch to trade. He used to own a ship or something. Traded rhodium and drugs to different stations. He had a big haul, got a bunch of money, and started buying property in District B. He’s got a thing for this old style,” Byron said as he gestured to his suit. “Said he saw a bunch of it in ancient movies, thought it looked classy. It caught on, and he made a ton more money with his clubs and retail stores. He owns half the places around here now.”

“Sounds like a good guy to be friends with,” I said with a half smile.

“Yeah, Mate. He’s a good chap. Don’t get me wrong, I was doing fine with my own stuff, and I still run some gambling games on the side, but managing protection for his operations has been a good side gig. He lets me do what I want. He doesn’t want to get his hands dirty, but I kind of like it.”

“And he is expanding into new areas?” I asked the question I already knew the answer too.

“Yeah. I’ve got a lot of bodies, but no one with any brains, eh?” He tapped his bald head. “My girls and I like you and your girl. You know when to act polite and when to break faces. It’s a useful skill.”

“I learned it in the Yakuza,” I said, but that was somewhat of a lie. The Marines were about respect. Respect for myself. Respect for their superiors, respect for my weapons, and respect for the enemy. If you respected your enemy, it was safer.

“I heard of them. Had a bit of that going around in District D for a bit, but they got put down.” Byron shrugged. “Ahh. Here is Kar.”

Byron and his twins looked away from us, but only the bald gangster stood to shake the newcomer’s hand. I stood as well, and Z pulled on my hand so that I could help her off the couch.

Huyan Kar wasn’t what I expected. I had imagined a hard looking gangster in an expensive black suit. This man was short, pudgy, and wore a big smile on his face. In fact, he was smiling so wide at Byron that his eyes were just slits. He did wear a suit, but it was a baby blue color with pink pin stripes. Behind the man stood two tall brunette women wearing lace bodysuit lingerie, stockings, and shoes with heels as tall as the ones Z wore.

“This is the guy I was telling you about, Huyan,” Byron said to the short man as he pointed at me.

“Adam,” I said as I held my hand out. I knew the man was slave trading, and I really wanted to beat his smiling face in, but the violence wouldn’t have helped me free Eve or allow me to discover what was going on with the explosions.

“Pleasure,” he said as he grasped the fingers of my hand. His grip was surprisingly strong, and the way he grabbed me prevented me from returning his squeeze.

“We were gonna order dinner, you hungry?” Byron asked the pudgy man.

“Hmmm,” Huyan Kar was still smiling, and he was still grabbing my fingers. The expression was a bit creepy now, and I felt the beast inside of my stomach growl.

“He’s a good guy, Huyan. Took care of Jackal and his guard this morning,” Byron said.

“Ahh,” Kar let go of my hand and then turned to the bald gangster. “Is Jackal willing to work for you?”

“Yeah, Mate. He knows his place now. You’ll be good to roll out your club there.”

“Good.” The smiling man looked back at me, and then he turned to look at Z.

“This your woman?” he asked me.

“Yeah,” I said as I wrapped my arm around Z’s slender waist and pulled her into me a bit.

“Just one?”

“Uhhh. Yeah?” I looked over at Byron with a questioning look.

“You must have at least two women,” the smiling man said. “More is better, but at least two.”

“Why is that?” I asked.

“If you have one, she thinks she owns you. They are ridiculous creatures. If you have two, they each begin to learn their place.” He gestured over his shoulder at the two beauties behind him. “We will sit with you.”

The short man and his women moved to the other couch, and we all sat down. Z and I were across from Byron and his twins, and Huyan sat with his two women on my right. As soon as we all sat, Byron raised his hand, and a woman wearing white lace lingerie walked over.

“Bring us some food,” the bald man asked the waitress. She opened her mouth, but the man just shook his head “A bunch of stuff, and more bubbly. We have much to celebrate.”

“Yes Mr. Jacobs,” the woman replied before she moved away.

“Bubbly huh?” Kar asked. The expression on his face didn’t change. He was still smiling, and his teeth looked too perfect in the dim light.

“Yeah, Mate. I’ve paved the way for you to open up in a new district. This is what you wanted, eh?”

“Yes. It does make up for the bank job.”

“Oi, Mate. That wasn’t my fault. They thought I’d hire them if they hit the bank,” Byron said.

“Why would they think that?”

“I dunno. They were fucking idiots.”

“Did you figure out who stopped them?” the smiling man asked, and I leaned forward a bit.

“No. Some fucking giant walking cat or something. The video feed got fried, and no one in Larns’ force knows shit.”

“A giant walking cat?” Huyan tilted his head.

“Yeah, Mate. Man who turned into a cat. He was with two dames, and the fuckers hit one of them. Then the man turned into a cat and ate them, or something.”

“How was the video feed fried?” Huyan asked, but his face didn’t lose his smile.

I felt Z squirm a little in the couch next to me, and we both turned to Byron.

“I dunno, Mate. Someone busted the fuck out of their data feed. Doesn’t matter though. The fuzz already thinks I’m responsible for ninety percent of the crime in this District. Even if these idiots say they aren’t working for me, Larns is still going to think I ordered them to do it.” Byron shook his head and then raised his glass to drink again.

“Have you heard the other news?” Huyan asked through his wide smile.

“I hear lots of news. What are you referring to?”

“Out of District E,” Huyan replied then he looked at me. “Have you heard?”

“No,” I said carefully. “What happened?”

“Ian van Toreg is dead,” Huyan Kar said as he turned back to Byron.

“Shit! How?”

“He was strangled. No one saw what happened though. I’m surprised you haven’t heard anything about it.”

“I don’t have guys over there. You know I keep things local. You have men over there?”

“Jared was over there earlier today talking with Ian.”

“Uhhh. Mate, why was Jared talking with Ian? I thought you were working only with me?” Byron grabbed his drink and took a sip.

“You aren’t dealing with the things I need to be dealing with in that district,” Huyan said as he turned to stroke the cheek of one of the women sitting next to him. The woman leaned closer so he could touch her face easier and she closed her eyes as if she really enjoyed his caress.

“Like what?” Byron now seemed upset, and I saw his twin women tense in their seats.

“The security units there were beaten up by a giant walking tiger. That’s why I asked you if you heard about it.” Huyan Kar shrugged and then turned away from his woman to look at Byron. “Maybe there is some truth to the rumors?”

“How did you find out? Is there video?” Byron asked, which was good since I would have if he hadn’t.

“No,” Huyan said. “No feed.”

“Nothing? Where did the attack happen?”

“Tube station and the harbor?”

“What the fuck? You think this is Larns?” the bald gangster asked.

“I doubt it. She’s not smart enough. Where would she get a big walking cat that knows how to fight? These are strange times. Besides, we won’t have to worry about her after tomorrow.”

“Yeah, Mate. That’s good news,” Byron said. As soon as he finished speaking, three scantily clad waitresses showed up and laid various plates of food on the table between us. They were plates of finger foods, and Byron dug in first.

“Who is Larns?” I asked after the waitresses left, and everyone had filled tiny plates with a few pieces of food.

“She is captain of District B’s security forces. A real hard-nosed bitch. She’s fucking hot though. I’d love to get her alone in a room somewhere and have some fun with her.” The bald man chuckled, but his twin women frowned slightly.

“What’s going on tomorrow?” I asked.

Huyan looked at Byron, and I wondered if I’d overstepped my rank by asking the question. Z’s body was leaning against me on the couch, and I felt her tense.

“She’s getting a surprise audit by her bosses tomorrow,” Huyan finally said. “Some bad stuff is going to happen while they are there.” The man’s strange smile seemed to get even larger. I didn’t even know the color of his eyes because of his ever-present smile.

“Ahh. Sounds like she deserves it. Should make business good for us,” I said as I took a bite of food. It was some sort of meat wrapped in baked bread. It was saltier than I expected, and my stomach growled with hunger. Even though I’d eaten a bunch before I took a nap, I was still coming off seventeen days of fasting and a shift to my tiger-man form.

“Yeah, Mate. It will be good for us,” Byron said.

“Anything I can do to help out?” I asked before I ate another small piece of the salty food.

“How long have you been on Queen’s Hat?” Huyan turned his freaky grin in my direction.

“A few days,” I answered.

“Ahh. You have a ship?” he asked.

“Yeah, but engines are busted, and I’m out of food. Looking for some work for a few months so I can afford to get her repaired,” I answered carefully.

“How’d you break your engines?” his grin seemed to grow larger.

“I dropped out of hyperspace by accident,” I said.

“Ouch,” Byron commented. “Why’d you do something like that?”

“Poor planning,” I answered, and realized that the two blonde twins were studying me closely. Their eyes were both blue, but a bit darker shade than Z’s.

“What dock are you--” I guessed Huyan was about to ask me a question, but then he looked up from the table. Another man approached us, and I glanced over to see Jared Wes.

“Boss,” he said as he nodded at the smiling man. Then he turned to the bald gangster, “Byron.”

“Hey, Mate. You look like you’ve been running.”

“Yeah. Huyan, can I talk to you for a second?” the man asked as he looked at Byron and then over to me.

“What’s going on?” the smiling criminal asked.

“I’ve found the packages, and well… let’s talk privately.”

“Listen, Jared, I can help you all. Also, my new man is a real bruiser. If you need help breaking faces, he’s your guy.” Byron nodded over to me.

“I don’t need help from you or any of your dumb fuckers,” Jared spat.

“And that’s why your boss works with me for protection and not your skinny ass. You’ve got no--”

“And that is why I do the real work, and you just guard doors, ass.” Jared glared at Byron and then turned back to Huyan.

“It’s fine, Jared. You can tell us what is going on,” Huyan said through his smile.

“We’ve found Larns and her safe house. She has the girls there, and ten of her guys. None of them are on your payroll, but one of ours got their location by transponder feedback.”

“Ahhh. This is very good,” Huyan said.

“What does he mean by girls?” Byron asked.

“What do you fucking think I mean? Dumbass,” Jared spat.

“The missing girls everyone thinks I’m taking?” Byron asked with a sigh.

“How do you think I’ve been paying for all the new property? How do you think I got the bombs?”

“You’ve been slaving?” Byron asked, and the bald man seemed to actually look shocked.

“You’re a fucking idiot. Of course, we’ve been taking the girls. Who else would do it if it wasn’t you?” Jared groaned.

“Oh, I suspected.” Byron turned to Huyan. “How long has this been going on?”

“It doesn’t matter. Rhodium is fine for profit, but I couldn’t get any more without a ship, so I needed another source of revenue,” the smiling man said.

“What about your clubs, the hotel, your shops, and restaurants?” Byron asked.

“That’s how I bought them. It’s the way of the world. People want young flesh for whatever purpose. When I started, this district was a shithole like all the others, but now you can see what I created. It’s all from selling the undesirables.”

Huyan Kar’s words and manner habit of smiling made my skin crawl. The man was obviously seven layers of psycho, and I hated that I couldn’t just kill him right now. He was an evil man, but I needed to get evidence against Izetta Baccala so that Juliette would let Eve go.

“You started ten years ago, eh?” Byron asked.

“Yes. You remember. I didn’t think you were following my career that closely,” Huyan said to the bald man.

“I have been.” Byron smiled and then pulled out a revolver from his coat. “This is for my sister,” he said.

Then the gangster blew half of the smiling man’s brains all over the back wall of the club.


[image: ]




Zeta Hack - Chapter 14

The two women sitting next to Huyan Kar screamed as blood sprayed across their faces. Z shouted, jumped into my lap, and then tried to scurry over the other side of the couch to get away from the bald gangster. Jared had also shouted with surprise, and the man took three steps back from the table.

Kasta and Paula were not surprised by Byron’s shot, and they stared at Kar’s dead body with absolute hatred.

“You killed--” Jared started to shout, but Byron turned his gun toward the other man.

Jared was reaching into his own coat, but he didn’t get his pistol out in time. Byron’s shot wasn’t great though, and it hit the other man in his left shoulder instead of something vital. Jared bounced back against the railing protecting the mezzanine from the drop to the dance floor, and he calmly leveled his pistol at the bald man.

I moved to knock his arm away before I could think about the repercussions of my actions, but both men fired their guns at the same time. Byron’s punched Jared through the left side of the chest, killing him instantly, and Jared’s bullet blasted half of the bald gangster’s face off.

“Shit!” Z and I shouted as we watched Byron’s head snap back. The two blonde women didn’t even flinch when their man was killed, and I let out a shocked gasp when I saw why.

Byron’s head was made of an alien mesh of tubes, glowing computer parts, and dripping black oil.

The bald gangster wasn’t a man. He was some sort of machine. An android or something. My eyes fixated on the blinking lights inside of his skull. It looked almost like a real brain, only made of clustered resistors and other glass circuitry.

“Oh, my fucking--” Z started to say exactly what was on my mind, but the men outside the arched entryway of our private space jumped in with their guns drawn.

“They shot each other,” I said as the men pointed their pistols at me. I heard a bunch of screaming down below, and I guessed people were fleeing the club. It would only be a few more minutes until the cops came, and I didn’t want to have to tell Juliette the only three men who had any connection to Izetta Baccala were now dead.

“Put your guns down,” the Paula ordered without even glancing at the men. Both women were still looking at Huyan Kar’s corpse. They didn’t even seem to care that Byron was dead, and their reaction made my skin crawl, then I remembered he was an android, and the pieces started to fall into place.

“What the hell happened?” one of the men demanded as he pointed his pistol at me.

“Get your gun out of my face,” I said. “Byron shot Huyan. Then he and Jared shot each other.”

“That’s what happened!” one of the brunette women cried as they both sprung from the couch. The one who didn’t speak wiped the blood off her face and then they both ran out of the room.

“What do we do?” the men asked the blonde women.

“Clean up Jared and Huyan’s bodies. You work for me now,” Paula said.

“Uhhh. I’m not working for a dame,” the other man said.

“Then it looks like you are out of a job,” Kasta said as she stood. Paula followed her example and the both looked to Z and me.

“What do you want me to do?” I asked.

“Pick up Byron’s body,” Kasta ordered me as she pointed to the android corpse.

“He’s a fucking machine? What the fuck?” Z asked.

“Did you work for Byron or Huyan?” Paula asked the pair of the armed men. “I can’t remember.”

As the woman spoke, four more men pushed into the room. They looked at the three bodies, and the confusion was plain on their faces.

“I worked for Byron,” the man she had asked said, and the other one nodded.

“How about you four?” the strange woman asked.

“We worked for Jared. What the fuck happened up here?”

“He mentioned something about knowing where Security Captain Larns had secreted away some slaves.”

“Yeah…” one of them said hesitantly. They had their guns drawn and looked down at the weapons as if they wanted to use them, but didn’t know who to shoot.

“Where?” she asked.

“North side of the District. Warehouse in the fourth machine sector.”

“What is the exact address?” she asked.

“I’m not telling you shit,” the man said.

The two women stared at him for a few moments, and I felt the tension in the room rise. Z had crossed my lap to get away from Huyan’s body, but now she was sitting closer to the cluster of six armed goons. I wrapped my hands around her skinny waist and pulled her over to the other side of me.

I’d meant the movement to be slow and not attract attention, but everyone else in the room turned to look at the blonde hacker and me. Perhaps it was the distraction that the two women were looking for. They both suddenly held sawed off shotguns in their hands, and they fired before the six men could react.

The buckshot appeared to be made of flechette instead of balls. It ripped through the unarmored men as if they were made of red liquid, and they didn’t even get a chance to scream before their guts were sprayed across the brick walls behind them.

I threw myself over Z to protect her from any stray shot, but the Twins aimed correctly, and there had been at least three meters of space between where we sat and the nearest dead man.

“I did remember them, actually,” Kasta said as they both broke open their small shotguns.

“I did as well,” said Paula as they both reached into their coats to pull out new shells. They didn’t even look at each other, but they each moved as if they were clones.

“I didn’t like them.”

“Me either. It is no loss. There will be more men around Larn’s location,” Paula said. “Once they find out Huyan and Jared are dead, they will go to the Baccalas.”

“Maybe Adam will help us?” suggested Kasta, and they both turned toward me.

With their shotguns pointed at my face.

“I like him,” Paula said.

“I as well. He is handsome and strong. His woman is beautiful.”

“Who are you?” I asked as I stared at their sawed-off shotguns.

“Does it matter?” asked Kasta. “You work for money. We have money. Will you be loyal? Or will you be a problem?”

“We won’t be a problem!” Z waved her hands in the air. “Just put away your guns. Adam doesn’t--”

“Good,” they both said in unison. Then they looked from Z to me, and they each raised an eyebrow.

“You built him,” I said as I pointed to the corpse of the machine. They both smiled, but they didn’t lower their guns.

“Yes,” Kasta said.

“Why? How? It looks--”

“Pick up his body, please,” Paula asked me, and I was glad that they wore the different colored shirts tonight so I could tell the difference. They looked identical.

“Okay,” I said as I stood from the couch and took a hesitant step toward them. They moved aside, and let me pass. Then I put my hands on the dead android’s chest and threw him over my shoulder. He was heavier than I expected, but I was strong enough to carry him without much issue.

“Now what? We can’t just walk down the street with him,” Z asked.

“There are also a bunch of fuckers coming up the stairs,” I said as I nodded at the far side of the mezzanine. I counted eight men coming up the stairs there, and I doubted they would want to talk once they saw the bodies of their six co-workers.

“There is a fire exit this way,” one of the twins pointed away from the men to the other exit of our private room.

“Go,” I told the three women. Z grabbed Byron’s revolver and followed the twins. I brought up the rear, and spared a glance behind us to see where the suited goons were.

The men were still a good twenty meters away from us, but I assumed they saw the bodies of their friends and judged us guilty because we were running away. They started to shoot at us, and I had to duck around the brick corner of the far archway to keep from catching a bullet.

“Hey! Can you both run, or something? They are fucking shooting at us!” the twins were casually moving toward the far door with the Exit sign, and Z had already raced past them to hold the door open.

“Yes,” one of them said, and then they both stretched their long legs to make it to the exit.

“Behind you!” Z yelled at me as she pointed the revolver. The weapon shouted next to my head as I ducked into the exit doorway. A spray of bullets smashed through the wood as soon as she kicked the door closed, and I pulled her behind me just before another one came through the wall where she stood.

“Give me the gun,” I said to her as I held my hand out.

“Yeah. Don’t even think I came within ten meters of them,” Z said as she put the revolver in my hand. It was a chrome six shooter double action. Not as big a caliber as the one I had back on Persephone, but it would probably punch through two or three men who weren’t wearing armor.

“Glad you haven’t lost your sense of humor,” I said as we continued our run. There was a short brick hallway, and one of the twins was holding the next door open for us. This one looked to be made of steel, and I wondered if there was a way we could lock it behind us.

“Our whole plan has turned to shit, and we are getting shot at, just a usual day for the crew of Persephone. I’m a connoisseur of finely distilled tragedy. Shit!” Z shouted as the door behind us got kicked open. We were still a few meters from the next door, so I spun to point Byron’s revolver at the men that were peeking out.

The weapon barked in my hand, and the shot hit one of them in the shoulder as he was leaning around the door. The force of the bullet spun him away, but there were five men behind him, two of which were still aiming around the door, so I pushed Z down and behind me with one hand while I took aim again.

They fired, and a bullet slammed into my shoulder like an angry wasp. I heard Z shout, but then we were at the door, and my friend dashed with the other blonde twin.

I realized the bullet had penetrated Byron’s body to hit me, but my shoulder actually wasn’t hurting bad. There must have been some sort of armor inside the android and I guessed the bullet had only left a bruise on me. To retaliate, I squeezed the trigger of my revolver again, and one of the bullets kicked a suited man right between the eyes. Most of his face disappeared with a red explosion, and I managed to pull the door shut before they could shoot again.

We were outside the Benjo on a metal fire escape that clung to the brick of the building like a long dead spider. Most of the hinges of the ironworks were beyond rusted, and the movements of the three blonde women going down the ladders caused it to creak like an out of tune violin and smack against the building like an old drum.

I waited for the women to get to the ground before I started to follow them, but then the metal door began to open. It quickly swung outward, so I shoulder slammed it, heard a muffled cry of pain, tore it open to face the group of surprised men, and then pointed the revolver at the nearest man’s face.

Click

The gun was empty, of course. Byron fired thrice and Z once before I even got my hands on it. The man I had the revolver pointed at gasped when my weapon didn’t fire, and he moved his own arm up to point his pistol at me.

I punched him in the face with my gun, and the movement broke his nose. He stumbled back into another suited man, and I chucked the empty revolver at the face of a third man that was aiming his pistol. He pulled the trigger when my revolver smacked him, and his shot ricocheted off the steel door.

I slammed the door closed again, and then clutched the handle. I felt some of the locking pieces in the lever grind together, and the metal bar bent upward. It wouldn’t open when I distorted it, but I imagined the men would be able to kick it open in a few minutes. Or they could just run around.

I adjusted the weight of the dead android on my shoulder and then tried my best to get down the fire escape ladders as fast as possible.

“This way,” one of the twins said as soon as I landed in the alley, and I marveled at how calm her voice was.

“Where are we going?” Z asked as we followed the two women to the end of the alley.

“Our home. It is around the corner and down two blocks beside the hotel,” the other twin said.

“What about the--” Z began to speak, but the door above us broke open with a loud snapping sound. The remaining men poured onto the fire escape, and they easily spotted us at the end of the alley.

“Go,” I told them, and the trio of blonde women turned the corner out onto the street. I followed right behind them, and the men didn’t have a chance to get a shot off at me.

We were at the front of the club, and there was a crowd of well-dressed citizens milling around the front in a chaotic mess. I had worried people would have noticed me carrying Byron’s body, or noticed that he was an android, but the mob couldn’t decide if they were running, or in which direction to run. The twin blonde women weren’t sparing any backward glances, so I followed them and Z down the street toward the hotel.

Then I heard the sirens.

“In here!” I shouted as soon as I saw the dozen security guards round the corner about a hundred meters ahead. We moved into another alleyway and then retreated a good twenty meters toward a raised loading dock. It stood a meter high, was made of concrete, and it provided a place for us to hide while the first wave of cops ran by.

“I’ll go scout the corner,” Z said as she stood up from our hiding spot.

“No, I’ll go,” I said.

“You’ve got to carry the… body,” she replied as she pointed at the oil dripping out of Byron’s head.

“The other men are coming. If they see you--”

“I’ll run back. I’ve got this.” the skinny woman dashed to the end of the alley. First, she looked right, toward the direction that the police ran and where Benjo was. I figured she didn’t see anything dangerous because she turned to the left and then motioned for us to come toward her position.

I stood from the cover and then ran toward Z. The twins actually did run to keep up with me, but I turned to them before we took to the main street.

“How much farther?” I asked.

“One more block,” Paula said. Or at least, I thought it was Paula, but I couldn’t see the color of her blouse under her suit coat with the direction her torso was turned from me.

“But it is across the street,” said Kasta.

“It’s the gray apartment building. We are on the top floor.”

“What is the security like?” I asked. “Are there any of Byron’s men there? Will they give us a problem?”

“No, they are all out working on the explosives,” one of them said.

“Working on the explosives?” Z asked with obvious concern.

“Yes. All night,” the other twin answered.

“What are they doing with the--” my friend started to ask, but I waved my hand to silence her.

“We need to get somewhere safe, and then have the conversation. Let’s go.”

I moved back onto the street, and the three women followed me again.

The lights of the district were dimmed to emulate more of a “night” mode. I guessed it was to help citizens with their sleep cycle, but it was working now to conceal a bit of our travel. It didn’t really affect my enhanced vision, so I was still able to see the cops moving through the crowd in front of the Benjo. I didn’t see the men who were chasing us, so they must have decided to wait until the cops were gone, or they were taking another path through the alleyway to try and cut us off.

“It is up there,” one of the twins said as she pointed to the gray apartment building. It was ten stories and had the curved roof, brick, and turret components of classic Victorian styling.

“Cross,” I ordered as I checked behind us to make sure neither the men nor cops had noticed us. I was actually starting to get worried about the men. We couldn’t have lost the group that easily.

We sprinted across the street and ducked into the entryway of the apartment complex. There was a security terminal on the side of the wall, and Z moved to insert her cord into the slot.

“Don’t be silly. We know the password,” Paula said as she ran her hand over the terminal.

“Oh right, force of habit. Not used to having--”

A bullet bounced off the wall above my friend’s head, and she shouted in a language that I didn’t recognize. I pushed her and the two women away from the corner with my free arm, and then I glanced toward the direction of the gunfire. Sure enough, the men we earlier evaded had found a way through the alleys. The thugs emerged on the street some twenty-five meters on the other side of us.

“Opened,” Paula said as she finished keying in the access code.

The door was a thick pane of what looked like bulletproof armored glass, and it was wrapped with a fancy ironwork paisley decoration. It popped open with a hiss, and the twins pushed through it. Z came afterward, and I managed to swing the door closed behind me just as the gunmen got a line of sight on us. One of them fired at the door, but the bullet bounced off the glass as if it was made of rubber.

“The elevator is this way,” Kasta said, and I felt Paula tug on my arm.

A few minutes later we’d reached the top floor of the apartment, and the two women let us into the penthouse. There was another thick glass door here with a keypad, and the women opened it before they gestured for us to follow them inside. Z and I exchanged looks before we entered the place, but my friend just shrugged.

The inside of the apartment was as I expected: dark wood floors, gaudy furniture, gold molding on the ceiling corners, and painted artwork wrapped with thick decorative frames. Everything looked expensive, and as if it had escaped an ancient movie set.

“Lay him there please,” one of the twins gestured to a green couch made of plush velvet. Every piece of furniture seemed to clash with every other piece, but they all kind of worked together when I looked across the entire room.

“Tell us about the explosives,” I said as I set down the half-headed body of the gangster.

“They are being set in the security station,” Paula explained while Kasta walked into one of the bedrooms.

“What? Why?” Z asked, and I saw her step around a couch so she could watch the twin who walked into the rear room. It was a wise move. I didn’t think these women would ask us to help them and then kill us, but they were a strange pair, and we now knew their “man” wasn’t a true human. They might want to keep it a secret.

And there was only one safe way to keep a secret.

“To take over the station, of course,” Paula said with a shrug.

“Wait, back up. Who’s taking over the station? Why does bombing the--”

“It is Nebula Gammon,” the twin that walked in the back room said as she returned to the main area with the couches. Z let out a gasp and stepped away as if the woman was pointing her shotgun at her, but she was actually holding a head. It was bald, and I recognized it as Byron’s.

“You have a spare?” I asked with a chuckle.

“Of course. It will take some time to re-attach it. Then a bit longer to reboot him,” explained Kasta. “We will explain the bombs then.”

Paula moved to the coffee table and ran her fingers down one of the leg edges. There was a hissing sound, and the top of the dark wood piece flipped up and then rotated around to show an array of various tools. I’d never been much of a mechanic, but I’d been around enough repair sites to be able to recognize most instruments. I couldn’t tell what half of these did though, and I stepped away as each of the twins grabbed tools that looked like rotor bladed mini-axes.

“How are you so calm?” Z hissed to me as Kasta straddled Byron’s lap. Paula moved around the back of the couch and tilted his ruined skull back so her sister could use the axe tool to pry off the skin at the robot’s neck.

“This is interesting,” I said. “I’ve heard of androids, but I had no idea Byron was one.”

“That is the plan,” Kasta said as she finished peeling off the skin around the man’s neck. There were little nubs around his Adam’s apple, and Paula moved back to the table to grab a strange looking tool that looked like a screwdriver, only with a sharp tip like a mini-knife.

“Did you build him?” Z asked as she stood on her tippy toes to peer over the top of the woman straddling the corpse. She’d taken the tool from her sister and was using it to release the attachments at his throat.

“Yes,” they both answered at once.

“We will answer both of your questions in a few minutes, please let us work in silence,” Paula said as she pulled her long blonde hair back over her shoulder.

“Sure,” Z said, and then she shrugged to me. “But what of the men downstairs?”

“They won’t be able to get up here. Even if they get in the building, they can’t get to this floor without overriding the elevator. If that happens, our security system will alert us and our weapons will deal with them. We are safe here, for the time being,” the other twin answered.

Z and I nodded, and then we watched the women work. They didn’t speak as they went about their task, and a dozen question flooded my brain. It took them a few minutes to remove Byron’s head, but twice as long to attach the new one. Once it was secured on his neck and re-bolted, one of the beautiful women worked on putting his skin back on while the other one ran a cable between the new head and the old ruined one.

“He will reboot now. The bullet took out part of his processor, but not his memory drive. He’ll remember everything before the bullet hit him,” Kasta explained.

“I would like to go into the room for a few minutes,” Paula said to her sister.

“I understand,” her sister replied. “I will explain to them.”

“Thank you,” the other twin said with a sob. Tears were streaking down her lovely face, and she gave us a nod before she ran into the back room.

“Uhhh. She okay?” Z asked.

“Yes,” Kasta said as she pointed at a purple loveseat beside the green couch where Byron was rebooting. “Sit down please.”

Z and I sat, and the other woman lowered down on the sofa next to Byron’s body. The man’s eyes were opened inhumanly wide, as was his mouth, and his fingers occasionally twitched as the data poured in from the ruined skull he was connected to.

“Where to begin?” She had closed her eyes and took a deep breath. The woman didn’t speak for longer than I expected, so Z and I looked at each other. Then my friend opened her mouth to speak, but Kasta leaned forward. “You are Z?”

“Yes,” my friend replied.

“I am Kasta, my sister is Paula.”

“Nice to meet you,” Z said with a guarded smile.

“Yes. We feel the same way. You have both helped us.”

“Byron said something about his sister before he killed Huyan Kar,” I prompted.

“Yes. She was taken from us when we were young,” the woman said as she opened her blue eyes. “She was incredible. Full of life. Intelligent. A genius. We have an affinity for machines, but she was almost a sorceress. She could build a robot out of scrap metal and a trashed terminal. She could move the metal with her mind and shape it how she wanted. Then it would come to life and entertain us.” The woman closed her eyes again and took another breath.

“So it wasn’t Byron’s sister. It was yours?” Z asked.

“Yes. We’ve missed her for ten years. Our parents were miners and were away for their week of work. We weren’t supposed to leave, but we ran out of beans and rice. We had little money then, but we had some saved. We went out to the store to buy some so she could continue to build the toy she promised us. When we came back, the apartment was empty. The door was kicked in, and we could hear her screaming from the alleyway.” The woman opened her eyes again and then cleared her throat. “I would like some water. Would you two like some water?”

“Uhh, sure,” Z said.

“Yeah,” I agreed.

“Water, please. Three glasses” the woman called out to the ceiling. Two seconds later I heard ice falling into glass and liquid pouring. Three hand-size drones then hovered from an open archway five meters behind the couch where the blonde woman sat. They each bore a full glass of water, and the woman motioned for us to keep our hands up as if we wanted to hold the glass from the bottom. We did so, and they dropped their load into the palm of our hands before retreating toward the kitchen.

“That’s some decent programming,” Z said with a whistle.

“Thank you,” the woman replied as she took a sip of her ice water. “We ran out of my building and found the men. They were taking her down an alleyway. We were eleven years old in Earth years or so, and we couldn’t do anything but follow them. They took her to a brothel. We were too scared to go in because we knew they would just kidnap us as well. Then no one would be able to tell my parents what happened.”

“That’s fucking awful,” Z groaned. “What did your parents do?”

“We had to wait for another two days. When they returned, we told them what happened. My dad was a hard man, but he loved us more than anything. He hated that we were alone when they went on their jobs.” The woman closed her eyes and took a deep breath. “He went to the brothel to find my sister. He never came back home.”

Z and I were silent as the beautiful woman bit her lip. A tear fell down her cheek, and she touched it with the tip of her pointer finger. Then she opened her eyes and stared at it with fascination.

“Mother couldn’t pay the bills with only her mining income. She had to start allowing men to use her body. One of them didn’t want to pay her-- we could hear them screaming in the other room. Then he started beating her. Well…” Kasta sighed again. “We hid so he couldn’t find us. Then we were orphans. We lived on the streets of Queen’s Hat. Our lives had always been hard, but it became harder alone. We went hungry for a long time, but then we found an old drone warehouse. It was abandoned when Nebula Gammon left and filled with wonderful toys. The technology was a bit old, but we didn’t care. Soon we had minions to get us food, clothes, rhodium, and R-credit cards.” The woman’s eyes turned to me, and they were the hard eyes of a killer.

“Then we began to look for our sister.”

The woman was silent for a few moments and Z cleared her throat. “I’m guessing you didn’t find her?”

“She wasn’t at the brothel. No one knew of her. We tortured and killed all of the men who worked there and the madam. The closest information I got was that some new gangster, who used to captain a ship, was buying girls and selling them.”

“Kar?” I asked.

“We didn’t know. We found the man who killed my mother first. My machines killed him after we told him who we were. I believe we were twelve or thirteen. It had been a little over a year since our mother was murdered.” The woman took another sip of water and then set it on the table that hid her tools. “We had used my stolen rhodium and R-credit cards to lease a small apartment. We continued to search for our sister, but there was no safe way for us to infiltrate the many organizations of gangsters in this district. At the time, there were five crime lords and as many in each of the other six districts. We slipped our faithful minions into spots to observe, we tracked conversations, but all of the men were involved in the slave trade.”

The woman paused again and then glanced over to the room where her sister retreated. She turned back to us after a few moments, and a sad smile spread across her lips. “Not only were we just girls, but we were women. Queen’s Hat Station is steeped in mining culture. There was not much respect given to women on the job, or in any roll of power in the districts.”

“So you built Byron,” I said. As the words came out of my mouth, I realized that Kasta smelled strange. Other than the thick flower perfume, she had no body odor. Z and I both smelled like sweat, the food we had eaten, and exhaustion.

We smelled human.

“Yes,” Kasta said as our eyes met.

“Damn good job. I had no idea he wasn’t real,” Z said, but the strange woman didn’t look at her. She was still staring at me.

“You know?” she asked as her lips curved into a surprised smile.

“Yeah. I have a keen nose. I couldn’t tell at first because I wasn’t even considering it, and maybe your perfume covered it up.”

“Uhhh. Did I miss something? What are you talking about?” Z asked me.

“She is one also,” I said as I pointed to the blonde twin with the darker red blouse.

Z gasped and turned to face the woman. My friend leaned forward, and they stared at each other for a few moments. Then Kasta shrugged, and Z shook her head.

“Holy shit,” Z gasped. “I don’t believe it.”

“That story didn’t really happen to you,” I said as I nodded to the back room where the sobbing woman had run to. “It happened to her.”

“It happened to her, and to me. We are the same,” the android said with another shrug that only a few minutes before, I would have thought of as an entirely human movement. “She lost her sister, as did I. My tears are real. I feel her emotions as my own. I might not be made of the same red blood, bones, and flesh as you both, but I do have bones and muscles, a mind, and a soul. They are just made of metal, silicone, and plastic.”

“So, let me get this straight,” Z huffed. “An orphan girl managed to build two perfect AI androids in her apartment with no corporate support or money?”

“We had money we stole, but yes. We wish you could have met our sister. She was the real talent.”

“Uhhhh. Yeah, but there is no way I’d believe anything you were saying if I didn’t just watch you and your… uh… sister, screw a spare head back on him.” Z pointed at Byron’s body. The man’s eyelids were starting to flutter a bit.

“I can understand. She and I began to believe we were unusual when we constructed our first drones with leftovers found in the Nebula Gammon warehouse.

“She’s got to be the most brilliant engineer in the fucking galaxy, and I thought you were both just pretty hookers,” Z said with a dry chuckle.

“Your man knew better,” the android said as she looked at me and smiled.

“He did?” Z asked.

“Yeah,” I said. “I guessed that Byron was following their orders, but I didn't know he was an android. I can imagine how the rest of this story goes since Huyan Kar is dead, but why don’t you finish?”

“Byron started a gambling house and some drone betting. We were able to use our tech to rig the games a bit better. We made money, and Byron rose in power. Then we began killing the other gang bosses in the district. During this time, Huyan Kar was also rising to power by legitimately buying property, so I didn’t suspect him. Over the years, all of my leads led to him. Byron was able to work his way into the man’s partnership, and we waited for him to admit that he had been kidnapping girls.”

“I see,” I said as I recalled the bald man’s last act. “What of your missing sister? Did you find out anything about her?”

“No,” the woman said, and a flurry of human-like sadness fell across her face. Even though I knew she was a machine, her face was constructed so perfectly, and her expressions so sincere, I almost couldn’t believe it. “We’ve downloaded and run facial recognition software for every video feed in the station. In all districts. We’ve sent our drone-minions into countless homes where we knew girls were sold. It has been ten years, and we’ve never seen a trace of her. We suspect she is either dead or was sold as a slave to a passing ship.”

“And she was your-- I mean her twin?” Z asked as she nodded to the back room where Paula went.

“Yes, but as I said. She is my sister as well. I am made identical to Paula, and I carry her lost sister’s name.”

“Fuck. I’m so sorry,” Z said, and my friend actually wiped her eyes with the back of her hand.

“Why are you crying?” the other woman asked.

“Because it makes me sad. My mom was also murdered,” the blonde hacker asked.

“Oh,” the android replied with a slow nod. “I understand.”

“You do?” Z asked. “You said you have a soul and feelings. How does that work?”

“I was programmed for it, and Paula taught me,” the woman said with another shrug. “I feel all the emotions, perhaps they are a little muted when compared to my sister, but that could be my particular personality.” The woman nodded to Byron. “He’s brasher than I am.”

“So, when we first met, Byron rubbed one of your… uhhh. Well…” Z’s face started to turn red.

“I can have sex. I create the necessary lubricants and can experience an orgasm. Byron’s request for us to exchange sexual partners was driven by our desire for Adam.” The woman smiled at me and then bit her bottom lip a bit.

“Shit, this is so weird. Does he have a robot penis or something?” Z asked as she pointed at Byron.

“Okay, let’s talk about the bomb,” I said to change the subject. “You mentioned it was Nebula Gammon?”

“Yes.” The woman nodded to me and then turned to Z. “He actually can’t have sex. We never cared to make his penis work. If Adam agreed to our exchange, Byron would have just made an excuse for not being able to perform.”

“Ahh. Then he probably would have blamed me or something.” The hacker rolled her eyes.

“Yes, probably,” the twin nodded with a wry smile.

“Fucking typical man. You did a good job programming him.” Z actually leaned back on the couch and laughed.

“The bomb?” I asked, and I probably did a poor job of hiding my urgency.

“Nebula Gammon has been planning this for the last four or five years. They own some of the Parliament, but not all. Their plan is to bomb every security station tomorrow morning when the members of Congress are supposed to be holding a surprise inspection for their district. Cops loyal to the members of Congress bought by Nebula Gammon will not be around, of course.”

“They are bombing every single one?” I asked.

“Yes. It will destroy most of the stations and kill over half of the police force. Nebula Gammon is ready one star system over. They will appear out of hyperdrive an hour after the bombs go off, invade the station, and then take control of it once more.”

“How do you know all this?” I asked.

“Byron’s men are laying the bombs right now,” she said.

“Who asked him to do it? Was it Kar?”

“Huyan Kar was working for Congressman Baccala and his wife. They have been bought by Nebula Gammon. They promised both Huyan and Byron vast wealth for helping them.”

“But you control Byron. Why are you letting this happen?” I asked. “Thousands of people are going to die from the bombs. Then more will die when Nebula Gammon invades. From what I understand, Nebula Gammon weren’t nice overlords when they owned this station.”

“That’s what is said of them. Yes,” she replied with a shrug. “What are we supposed to do? Byron is only one pawn on their chessboard. If we had him tell them ‘no,’ they would have easily found another. Up until an hour ago, we’ve been focused on revenge. We suspected Kar, so I didn’t want to do anything that would cost me the position we worked hard to gain with him.”

“But now you know he took your sister,” I said. “You’ve had your vengeance. Are you just going to sit around and let all these innocent people die? Are you going to let Nebula Gammon enslave this station again?”

“There is nothing we can do,” she said with a shrug. “You told my sister you have a ship. Perhaps we can leave with you? There is nothing left for us here. We have enough rhodium to pay our way.”

“We have a friend in jail in the station,” I growled. “There are two and a half million people living here. Yeah, I’m sure some of them are assholes like Huyan Kar or Jared Wes, but the majority of them are like you and your sister.” I stood and looked at Z. The woman nodded and stood a second later. “I’m going to stop them from bombing the stations, and then I’m going to stop Nebula Gammon from taking over.”

“How are you going to do that?” a voice said from across the room, and I turned to see the other twin standing there. Her face was red from crying, and the contrast to her blue eyes helped remind me that she was actually alive. Or at least human.

“I don’t know,” I said. “I’ll talk to Juliette Larns. I’ll tell her what is going on. She can probably get in touch with all the stations and tell them about the bombs.”

“No, the communications and video feeds are going to be cut. The districts won’t be able to talk to each other,” the human twin, Paula, said.

“She is right. There is nothing you can do,” the android twin said. “We still have a few hours. You told my sister your ship engine needs repair? We’ve never worked on an engine before, but we can probably figure it out. We can also provide you with R-credits you can use to buy food. We should be able to escape before the bombs go off.”

“Let’s go,” I said to Z. She nodded, and we turned toward the door of the apartment.

“Wait,” Paula said, and we turned around to face her.

“Yeah?”

“Why?” she asked. “You don’t know anyone on this station. Why do you care?”

“What would you have given to have me standing in the alleyway when the men took your sister?” I asked, and her eyes grew large. “I would have killed them, and then carried her back to your apartment. Then I would have probably bought you both dinner with whatever money I had. I would have told you that there were good men and women in the universe.”

She didn’t say anything, but a fresh torrent of tears began to roll down her red cheeks.

“Let’s go,” I said to Z again. I wasn’t going to sit around here and beg Paula and Kasta to help us. There wasn’t enough time.

“Aye, Captain,” my friend whispered, and we walked out of the apartment.

The woman and her androids didn’t say anything else, so we closed the door behind us and left them to their sorrow.
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Zeta Hack - Chapter 15

“What’s the plan?” Z said when we stepped into the elevator.

“We need to call Juliette on the transponder, tell her what is going on, and get Eve out of whatever cell they have her in. Then we need to find these bombs and disarm them.”

“Sounds good, except for the assholes who are probably waiting for us on the street, the whole ‘convincing Juliette we are telling the truth’, and the ‘disarming the bombs’ part. I’m guessing you think we can disarm them by shooting them.” Z let out a chuckle, closed her eyes, and then she leaned against the wall of the elevator.

“You don’t have to help me if you don’t want to,” I said.

“Adam,” she growled as she opened her blue eyes. She glared at me and crossed her arms. “Don’t say that shit. I’m with you to the end. Got it?”

“Yeah,” I said as I smiled at her.

“I don’t want Eve or any of these other people to die. I’m merely pointing out our plans are like a list of shit that isn’t going to happen. We might as well try to just get off the station. We’ll end up saving everyone instead.” She let out a long laugh and then exhaled.

“We’ll figure it out. One step at a time. First the men at the door.”

“I can call that bitch on my transponder. Maybe she’ll send her men to take out the fuckers at the door? We don’t have to shoot our way through everything,” she said as she pulled the device out of her pocket.

“Will take too long for her to send men. Besides, I’m not going to be doing any shooting,” I said as the door opened.

“Oh?” She raised an eyebrow, and I could see her thumb poised over the button that opened the transponder.

“Nope. No bullets left in the revolver so I threw it at them. I’m going to have to punch my way through.” The elevator door opened and I looked down the hallway.

The men were still waiting by the glass door to the building.

“Oh, fucking shit,” Z sighed. “Why do I even bother?”

“You already told me why,” I said as I ran down the hallway to the door.

“Yes. But no! Stop! Don’t!” I heard her shout once I started running.

There were three of the suited men, and one was hammering on the keypad while the other two looked out onto the street. Was this all that was chasing us? I didn’t know for sure, but I couldn’t see any of them holding their pistols when I looked through the twisted ironwork of the door.

There wasn’t a keypad on the exit side, so I guessed the door would unlock as soon as I approached it from the interior side. I was proven correct, and the door clicked unlocked as soon as I touched the handle.

The men hadn’t been looking at the door; they were looking out at the street for cops, so they were caught off guard when I flung it open. The metal edge slammed into the head of the nearest man, and he bounced away with a surprised shout. I stepped out of the path of the swinging glass and drove my fist into the man standing closest to the street. My knuckles shattered his nose, and he actually flipped head-over-heels.

The suited man working the keypad spun as he reached into his coat, but my left hand trapped his right against his belly, and I slammed my head into his nose. His face bounced off my skull, and then the back of his head ping-ponged off the wall of the apartment complex. I head butted him again on his return, and I heard his skull crack with the impact.

The man I’d hit with the door was trying to get up, but I stomped down on the side of his face with the heel of my fancy shoe, and his body went limp.

“Who needs guns when your head is as hard as a ship hull,” Z commented as she stepped around the door and reached inside of one of the men’s coats. She yanked his pistol out and then looked down at her tight dress.

“I’ll take it,” I said as I pulled the gun from her hand. “Just call Juliette.”

“She’s not answering,” Z said as she waved the transponder around.

“What?” I heard the redhead’s voice come across the speaker.

It also sounded like there were gunshots coming from the device.

“Was that a gun?” Z asked as I pulled the other two pistols from the fallen men and then searched them for magazines.

“They found out about the safe house. I’m pinned down.”

“Where?” I asked as I pulled six magazines from the men and crammed them in my pocket.

“North side of the District. Off Royal Avenue and Cornfield Lane. There is a group of yellow rhodium refining plants. They are old buildings from the Nebula Gammon days.”

“I think I remember where it is on the map,” Z said.

“Can you hurry the fuck up?” Juliette shouted through the transponder after there was another series of gunshots.

“We’re coming,” I said into the transponder. “Sit tight.”

“That’s what I’m doing!” Juliette spat.

“Let’s go.” Z said as she pointed to our right.

I followed the hacker into the street and began to run. It only took half a dozen steps for me to notice my friend’s awkward form. She was practically stumbling, and I grabbed onto her arm to prevent her from falling.

“What’s wrong?” I asked.

“These fucking heels. I need to take them off. I’ve run all I can in them,” Z said as she reached down with her free hand to pry the gold stilettos off her feet.

“Wait,” I said, and she turned away from her feet to look at me. “I’ll go alone. Where am I heading?”

“No, I’ll go with you.” She shook her head, and her short blonde hair whipped around her face urgently.

“You are wearing a dress and ten centimeter high heels.”

“You are wearing a suit,” she argued. “I don’t see what--”

“The android told us that communications are cut off between the other districts. I need you to go back to the ship, change into your armor, get some rifles ready, and then try to figure out how we can get a hold of them without sending a carrier pigeon. As soon as I get Juliette, I’ll circle back with you, and we can get Eve.”

“By the time I get changed, you are going to--”

“Z, please go back to Persephone and try to figure out how we can tell them all. I’m good at shooting assholes, you are good with computers. Even a few extra minutes in their system might save everyone.” I stared into her eyes. I didn’t want to tell her it was an order, but it was. Hell, none of us were even military. It wasn’t like I was going to kick her off the ship for not obeying my orders. I just wanted her to agree with me so she’d be out of harm’s way.

“Take this street up to Royal and make a left. I think Cornfield is maybe two kilometers down,” she said as she pointed in the direction we were heading.

“Thanks. I’ll call you as soon as I’ve--”

“Don’t get shot. Okay?” she said.

“I don’t try to--” I began to say, but her lips pressed against mine, and her kiss interrupted my words.

Her arms wrapped around my neck and my hands circled her thin waist. Our tongues explored each other’s mouths for half a moment, and she let out a slight moan the seemed to fill my skull with passion.

Then she pushed away from me and turned toward the closest tube train station. My hands were still around her body, and I almost wanted to pull her back into me. I let her go instead, and she stepped away.

“Go get ‘em, tiger,” Z said without looking back at me.

A thousand words came to my tongue, but I didn’t say any of them. I just turned away from her.

Then I started running down the street.

There weren’t many pedestrians. It was night on the station, and I guessed that anyone who would have been on the street had either moved toward the commotion at Benjo or heard the gunshots and decided to stay inside. I reached Royal Avenue and made a left. This street wasn’t as well lit, but it didn’t matter much to my enhanced vision. I didn’t see any citizens walking this road, so I pushed as much strength as I could into my legs and sprinted over the cobblestones.

The animal inside of me begged for release, but I ignored its cries, and they quickly turned into angry growls. It loved to run, it wanted to fight, and every step caused it to become more frustrated.

I reached the corner of Cornfield Lane and spotted the large rhodium refineries Juliette spoke of. The fence around them was another hundred meters down the street, and I saw that the once-locked gate of the property had been broken open.

I also heard the gunshots, so I figured I was in the right spot.

There were three buildings on the property. The one on the left, closest to me, was a long rectangular structure that appeared to be one story high. The building in the middle was cone shaped, and its point rose a good twenty-five meters off the floor of the station. The last building on the right was attached to the cone structure with a raised access tunnel, but it was only about half as high. It was a square shape, like a standard warehouse structure, and it was where the gunfire was coming from.

I carried three pistols in my belt, and I pulled two of them out as I ran toward the sounds of combat. The buildings were in a dilapidated state, and they were covered with a combination of rust, graffiti, and peeling paint. There was a roll up door closest to me, and I could see flashes of gunfire from inside the building.

I slid to a stop at the edge of the door and risked a glance inside the warehouse. It looked to be a labyrinth of shelves stocked with metal boxes, planks of wood, and old computer parts. My enhanced vision made out the shape of three men ducking behind cover to my right, and I saw another group of four to my left. They were pointing their guns to the far side of the building, and I guessed Juliette was taking cover there.

I ducked back around the corner and tried to piece together a plan. I’d seen seven men, but that had only been after a quick glance. There could easily have been twice as many in the building. Then again, if there had been more than ten, they would have easily been able to outflank Juliette and taken her out. A quick rattle of distant gunfire, followed by one of the men screaming with pain, convinced me she was still alive.

The creature who lived in my DNA demanded release. It whispered to me that I couldn’t kill these men without its help. It begged to be free so it could taste their terror. It promised me we would be victorious together. The human part of my soul said changing was a mistake. If I shifted now, I’d have to sleep as soon as I got back into my human form, and I knew I’d need to make decisions about saving the station in the next few hours.

I pushed the animal back down into my stomach, and then rushed around the corner toward the group of four men on my left.

Their attention was focused on the other side of the building, and I was able to close the distance without any of them turning toward me.

Two of the men were hiding behind the same large shelf, and I was able to punch both of my pistols into their backs before I pulled the triggers. Their bodies muffled some of the sounds of the bullets, but the front of their chests still exploded, and the other two men in the group let out a startled yelp.

The other pair of gangsters swung their pistols toward me, so I rolled to my right behind a metal crate. Unfortunately, this put me in Juliette’s line of sight, and the woman’s bullet slammed into the metal next to my head as the other men’s bullets bounced off the top.

“Watch it!” I screamed at her as I crawled across the front of the crate to try and circumnavigate the men.

“Shit. Sorry!” she yelled, but then the other three men on the far side of the warehouse now knew that the redhead had support, and I heard their bullets punch through the other side of the crate where I crouched.

I was a bit out of position now. I could back up across the warehouse toward Juliette’s position, but it would mean a longer gunfight as the two of us tried to defend our position against the five of them. I was only a few meters away from the last two men on this corner of the warehouse, but I would have to either jump over my crate and through the shelving to get to them or run around the side of the crate and risk bullets.

If it were me in their position, the last tactic I would think my opponent would use would be climbing on top of the crate, jumping through the shelf, and coming at me head on.

So that was what I did.

I sprung up to the top of the metal crate with a grunt and leaned over sideways as I pushed off the edge with my feet. The motion sent me flying through the air and caused the crate under me to slide a bit. There were a few cardboard boxes on the shelf, and my left shoulder knocked them over as I threaded the needle between the open spaces.

A flurry of bullets ricocheted around me, and I thought about what Z would say if she saw me do this. She’d probably make a comment about me spending another one of my nine lives, and then roll her eyes melodramatically.

None of the bullets hit me, and I rolled forward once I had cleared the shelf. The other two men were on my right, and they were both peering around the corner of the crate where they hid. They were expecting me to come around that side and were caught off guard when I rolled on the ground on their other side.

I fired as soon as my shoulder hit the hard ground. One of my bullets punched into a man’s lower back, but the other went a bit wide and missed the second man by five centimeters. The man I missed turned to his shot partner, and then he spun around more to try and point his gun at me. Both of my pistols fired first though, and both bullets penetrated his skull at the eye sockets.

The other man wasn’t dead, and he was trying to spin around so he could get some vengeance. I knew from experience that bullets in the back hampered movement, so I wasn’t at all surprised when I was able to send a bullet into his heart before he could shoot me.

I rolled to my left a few times as a spray of bullets flew through the air above me. The men on the other side of the warehouse were yelling my location, and I guessed that they were taking up new positions. My risky strategy paid off though. It was now two against three, and Juliette and I had them flanked against the far side of the building. I crawled over toward the exit roll up door and then took a new position by a metal shelf there. They wouldn’t be able to escape unless they moved across my line of fire.

The men understood their predicament, and one popped out from around the corner of a shelf he was standing behind to shoot in my direction. I ducked behind my own cover and then leaned out the side to try and aim at one of the three men I guessed were taking up a new position. I only caught a brief flash of movement by a crate two meters from where I thought the group was. There wasn’t really a clear shot at him, but I had plenty of ammo, so I squeezed the trigger a few times on each of my pistols and tried to punch a bullet through the crate and into him. All of my bullets bounced off the metal, but I did hear Juliette’s gun retort, and one of the men began to scream with pain.

“Cover me!” I heard the woman shout at me, and I leaned out from the other side of my shelf and lit up the area where I guessed the men hid with the rest of the bullets in each of the guns. Our opponents didn’t risk peeking out to take a shot at Juliette, and I saw her slide behind a crate four meters closer to the men.

I leaned back around the shelf and replaced the magazines in my two pistols. Then I peeked around the corner and made eye contact with Juliette as she sat with her back against the crate. The redhead pointed over her right shoulder with her pistol, and then gestured for me to go around the corner. I nodded at her, and then I watched her lean away from the crate. She made another small nod, and we each flung ourselves from around our cover and dashed toward the men.

One of them was peeking out from behind the metal crate, and my bullet took him in the forehead. Another leaned out from the shelf where he was hiding, but Juliette’s bullet hit him in the side of the chest under the armpit, and he spun away before he could pull the trigger.

I didn’t see the third man until I reached their cover. Then I saw him leaning on one of the boxes.

“I surr-” he started to say, but Juliette’s gun cut him off with a bullet that tore through his teeth and sprayed most of his brain out the back of his skull and onto the crate.

“Fucking slavers,” she spat.

“You alright?” I asked as I pointed to the sleeve of her leather coat. It was covered in blood.

“Not mine.” She sighed. “The only guys in my station I trusted were with me. I was about to head back to my office when these assholes attacked.

“They all dead?” I asked, and the pretty woman nodded.

“They were good men.” she wiped her eyes with the back of her hand, but I didn’t see any tears on her face.

“What about the girls?”

“Over here,” she said as she gestured to the back part of the building where I had first found her defending.

I followed the cop through the shelves and crates to an office door. It was made of steel and locked, but the girls opened it after Juliette knocked on it three times and said it was her.

“Are they gone?” the girl who opened the door asked.

“Yes. You are safe for now,” Juliette said.

“We need to talk,” I said to her, and I pointed to a spot out of earshot of the five young women.

“Okay,” she said, and then she walked with me back through the dim warehouse.

“Here is good,” I said once we were a good ten meters away from the office.

“Listen, if you think I’m going to thank you for saving my ass, you are wrong. I know you only did it so your friend wouldn’t rot in jail.” Juliette crossed her arms and glared at me.

The beast in my stomach growled, and I felt my hackles rise. My vision dimmed for a few seconds and I had to force a few gulps of air into my lungs before I spoke.

“I know about the bombs,” I said at last.

“Oh?” she asked.

“There is a fleet of Nebula Gammon ships one solar system over. They intend to invade Queen’s Hat as soon as all the district’s security stations are bombed. The men and women loyal to the Baccala’s and the other corrupt parliament members will not be on site, but there are apparently other parliament members conducting surprise visits to all the centers tomorrow morning.”

“How did you find this out?” She raised an eyebrow.

“Byron told me. Kind of.”

“There are explosives at my station?” she asked. “Who planted them?”

“Byron’s men. He didn’t think he could refuse Huyan Kar or Baccala, so he went along with the plan.”

“Will he testify against Kar and Baccala?” she asked, and she had a bit of a hard time hiding her excitement.

“Kar is dead. Byron shot him in the head, and the Baccala couple are going to be dead as soon as you, Z, Eve, and I figure out how to disarm the bombs in this district and all the other ones.”

“Who is going to kill th--”

“I am,” I growled. “Unless you want to skip the trial and administer justice for them like you did for the men over there.” I pointed to the corpses on the far side of the warehouse.

The woman and I stared at each other for a few moments, and I could tell she was puzzling out a reply. I was about to tell her that she needed to hurry the fuck up and trust me, but she spoke.

“If you are telling the truth, I have a much bigger problem than the Baccala’s,” she said at last.

“Yeah. A few thousand people are going to die, and that’s before Nebula Gammon shows up with their fleet.”

“Fuck,” she said as she pinched the bridge of her nose. “I have to get these girls somewhere safe.”

“I don’t think there is anywhere safe on this entire station until we stop Nebula Gammon,” I said. “Huyan Kar’s men know the girls are here, but he’s dead now, and I’m sure a lot of them will be waiting for the invasion.”

“Wait here,” Juliette asked me, and then she ran back toward the office.

I heard her whisper to the girls to stay in the room, lock the door, and wait for her to return. Then she told them that if she didn’t come back in two days, report to the security station. The girls agreed with concerned voices, and then Juliette returned to me.

“Let’s go,” she said as she gestured out of the warehouse.

“You need to release my friend,” I said as we ran onto the street.

“I need to stop these bombs, and I can’t trust anyone at my station.”

“My friend will help. Please trust me.” I was tired of trying to convince Juliette that I wasn’t a scumbag.

“I’ll think about it,” she said.

“You better think fast. I’m your only ally here.”

“Awww. I knew you had a thing for me. You are my type also.”

“Ha.” I shook my head and then reached for Persephone’s transponder. I pulled it out as we turned onto Royal Avenue, and hit the button on the side to open up communications.

“Z, Juliette and I are running toward her station. What do you have for us?”

“Not that much,” the blonde hacker’s voice came over the small speaker. “Looks like someone put a security firewall in place between all the districts. It’s a safety thing in case one of them gets infected with a virus. It’s not very elegant, but effective. I’m chipping away at it like a hand pick against a brick wall.”

Juliette heard what the hacker said, and she motioned for us to slow our running so that she could speak into the transponder.

“It’s built into the data connections across the station. There is a manual release in District H’s old security headquarters.”

“You mean the abandoned spooky ghost district with no lights? Yeah. Have fun. I’m going to try pulling it apart from the safety of my nice leather chair here.”

“Where are you?” the redhead asked.

“I’m on Persephone. I connected a cable link to the port terminal at the door and--”

“It will be faster for you to try from my office,” Juliette said.

“Where the bombs are? No thanks. I was thinking that Adam gets Eve out, and then we all hang out on the bridge while I try to break down the--”

“We are going to take care of the explosives at this station. You’ll be safe here,” I said.

“Alright. Let me know. I’m going to keep hacking at this wall. Oh, and I can’t access the station’s auto defense protocols. I figure that is because I’m plugging in from the harbor, but you might want to make sure it's still online so the guns will shoot at Nebula Gammon when they show up.”

“Ahhh. That’s a good point. Thanks,” Juliette said.

“Did you just thank me?” Z laughed.

“Don’t get used to it, Blondie.”

“We’ll let you know when we have dealt with the bombs,” I said.

“Copy that,” she said, and the transponder made a beeping noise.

Juliette and I began to run again. She was in better shape than I guessed, and was able to keep up with my jog easily. I expected to run into more of Huyan Kar’s men, or more of Byron’s men, or anyone who would know what we were up to and try to kill us, but we didn’t encounter anyone on the roads.

Then we made it to the security station, and we slowed at the outer gate.

“We need to get Eve out,” I said.

“I don’t see how your friend is going to help us, but fine. We’ll walk in and then I’ll take you to her. If you try anything, I won’t hesitate to--”

“Stop,” I interrupted her. “I don’t know what happened to you in your past. I don’t know what baggage you are carrying around, but it isn’t you against the world. You aren’t the only person fighting to protect people. Clinging onto the belief that I’m your enemy isn’t going to help you get through this alive.”

“What if I don’t really give a shit about getting through this alive? You’ve got me all wrong,” she spat.

“No. I don’t,” I growled at her. “Let’s go.”

She frowned at me, but then nodded before we walked past the main gate and toward the front door of the building. There were only four cops loitering in the front, and they gave Juliette a salute before she returned the motion.

“What time is this visit tomorrow morning?” I asked.

“Seven,” she said as we walked through the front doors. There was a big clock on the wall of the entrance, and the red numbers were a bit depressing.

4:14AM.

Where had the night and morning gone? I didn’t know how we were going to be able to find all these bombs, tell the other stations, and then prepare for Nebula Gammon to attack in less than three hours.

“Commander Larns, Ma’am!” one of the security officers at the front desk saluted. Unlike the last time I was here, the lobby was now deserted of civilians. There was just the man at the desk, and two other officers at the entrance to the hallway that led to the innards of the station.

“Good morning, Sergeant Tallhee,” Juliette said as she returned the salute.

“Ma’am, are you bleeding?” he asked, and the other two cops turned from their whispered conversation to look at their boss.

“No,” she replied as she stepped toward the door that the other two cops guarded.

“Oh, well, we are going to have to fix that. Sorry boss.” Before the man finished speaking, I was pulling my pistols, but the other three guards were also drawing their own firearms.

And I was just a few hairs of a second too slow.
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The crooked cop behind the desk fired first. He aimed at Juliette, but I pushed the woman out of the way with my right shoulder as my own guns pointed at him. His bullet tore open that same shoulder as I squeezed the triggers. My right pistol twisted from the impact of his bullet, but my left’s ripped his throat open, and the man’s eyes widened with horror as he brought his other hand up to clutch the wound.

I ignored the pain in my shoulder and pivoted around Juliette to aim my left pistol at the other two cops. I felt their bullets brush by my left cheek with a whispered promise before I aimed the pistol at the one on the left. She tried to duck under my shot, but she couldn’t dodge quick enough, and the hunk of lead made a clean hole in her skull above her left eye.

The last asshole shot again, and the air fled my lungs as if someone kicked me in the chest. His bullet shredded my right lung, but my next bullet shredded his heart, and the man died before he could put another bullet in me.

“Shit!” Juliette cursed as I started to topple over. Her hands grabbed under my right armpit, and I let out a growl of hot agony as she pulled me upright.

“You hit?” I hissed as I turned my pistols toward the entrance. The men out front had to have heard the gunshots, but they weren’t running inside. I guessed that they were on the take also, and they must have figured the gunshots were their friends putting an end to Juliette and me.

“No. You jumped in the way of every bullet. Do you have a death wish?”

“I heal fast,” I wheezed. I could already feel the injury in my shoulder itching like crazy and the bullet in my chest squirm against my reforming lungs. I’d heal faster if I were in my shifted form, and I considered changing as soon as we got Eve out of prison.

Juliette was still supporting me, and she grunted as she pulled me toward the door.

“I don’t see anyone,” she said as she cracked open the door.

“Front door!” I shouted as one of the cops poked his head through. I didn’t know for sure if he was on the take, but he looked at the dead bodies of the other three crooked cops, looked at Juliette, and then reached for his pistol.

My bullet hit him in the chest and sent him spinning out of the front lobby. I half expected the other three of them to come rushing in, but Juliette had finished opening the thick door, and she yanked me into the hallway. Then she pushed the hunk of metal closed and threw the lock.

“We need to get you to the medical--” she began to say.

“No. I’ll be fine. We need Eve,” I growled as I pointed down the hallway.

“Fine. I get it, she’s very beautiful.”

“Not the time to be jealous,” I said as we stumbled down the empty hallway together. It was getting easier to breathe, and I didn’t think the wound in my shoulder could possibly itch more.

The monster in my DNA was screaming for release.

“My bitterness overflows when I haven’t smoked,” she grunted.

“How long has it--” I started to ask, but one of the doors a meter or so ahead of us opened, and a security officer stepped out.

The man carried a stack of small vials that were all wired together with copper cables and clear tubes. The man’s eyes opened wide when he saw us, but they closed when my pistol bullet took him in the skull. His brains splattered across the wall next to us, and the man’s corpse stumbled backward in a death spasm.

“A couple of hours,” Juliette said as she let go of my arm and picked up the explosive device. It had a digital dial on the front of it, and she twisted the top part. It made a loud beep that made my heart jump into my chest, but then the display darkened.

“Shit!” I gasped when she shot me a shit eating grin.

“I know. I normally smoke every half an hour. I am extra bitter,” Juliette said as she put the deactivated explosive under her right arm.

“I was talking about the bomb,” I said.

“I’ve seen these plenty of times. Easy enough to disarm if we can find them.” Juliette pointed down the hallway where we were walking. “I think it’s safe to assume that most of my men are traitorous fucks. Maybe I should have been nicer to them? Whatever. There is too much at stake now. Shoot to kill.” She began to walk again, and I was able to follow her now without her support.

“Where is Eve?” I asked.

“Two floors down. Stairs are at the end of the hall,” Juliette answered. We passed a few more closed doors, and the woman tested each one to make sure they were locked.

“We’ll have to evacuate,” she said. “There is just too much to search.”

“No. We can figure it out. I believe you have direct interface to the stations’ external security cannons?”

“They want to take these places out so their ships can dock without getting attacked.”

“The auto targeting measures are one aspect. There are also manual cannons. They haven’t been used in thirty years.”

“Where are those?” I asked as we reached the door marked stairs.

“Bottom floor of each security station,” she said, and her face grimaced. “We’ll be really fucked if they take out each of the stations.”

“Yeah. They have a good plan. They just didn’t count on us,” I said as we pushed open the door to the stairwell. The area smelled of cold concrete and fresh paint, but as we descended the stairs, I began to taste another scent on the air.

It smelled like blood.

“How are you still walking? What the fuck are you?” Juliette asked after we descended one level.

“Doesn’t matter,” I said. “One more floor?”

“Yes,” she said. Then we heard a door open below and we each swung our pistols down the center of the stairwell so that we could get a shot off.

“No! No! Noooooo!” a man screamed. He was wearing the standard security uniform, but he was covered with blood and held his hand against his throat. His other hand carried a taser, and he pointed it into the hallway.

“What the--” Juliette hissed, but then the man screamed again, pushed the taser under his chin, and then electrocuted himself into unconsciousness.

I felt you return to the station, my Adam.

I heard Eve’s voice in my mind half a moment before she stepped into the stairwell and looked up at us. She was still dressed in the flight suit she wore when we left Persephone two days ago, but she was covered with blood. It almost looked like she had jumped into a pool full of the liquid and just stepped out. It dripped from her hair, her chin, and her fingertips onto the concrete floor like a macabre rainfall.

“Are you hurt?” I gasped.

“No. These men intend to blow up the station and kill many innocents,” she said. “It is their blood.”

“How the fuck did you get out of your cell?” Juliette demanded.

“Put away your gun,” I told the redhead. Her hands were shaking, and the fear on her pretty face was real.

“No. She’s--”

“I left one of them alive down here. We can question him and find the locations of the explosives they planted in the station. I’ve found three already and disarmed them.” Eve pointed through the doorway where she came from and then took a step out of the stairwell.

“Wait!” Juliette shouted down to the lower floor, but Eve was already gone. The security officer turned to me, and her eyes narrowed. “Who is she? Who are you? What the fuck is going on?”

“You want to interrogate us or save Queen’s Hat?” I asked. She didn’t answer immediately, so I walked around her and descended the stairs.

Juliette followed me.

The hallway of the jail area looked similar to Eve. The smooth concrete walls on the left were splattered with blood, the first sets of bars on the right were also covered with crimson, and it looked like someone glued dripping guts to the ceiling.

The bodies of five cops were flung throughout the hallway like forgotten dolls. Eve was at the far end of the hall kneeling next to one of the men, and I walked around the corpses to stand by her side.

“How many bombs?” the bloody woman asked the man. He had a bullet wound in his gut, and his ashen face was twisted with agony.

“Fuck. Youuuuu,” he growled.

“There are sixteen. Eight on the lower levels where the security interface is, four in this level where the prisoners are kept, and four more on the top floor to kill the Parliamentary auditors.”

“How did you--” Juliette began to ask when she stood beside us, but Eve raised a hand to silence her.

“There is one more on this floor. We should find it, then the eight down below, and then the three remaining on the main level.”

“Does he know where the one is on this floor?” I asked as I gestured to him with my pistol.

“Yes. That way.” She pointed in the opposite direction of the stairs. “There is an electrical panel about forty-five meters down near the showers.”

“I’ll go get it,” Juliette said as she stepped away.

“We will wait here,” I said. The redhead nodded at me, and then she ran toward the next set of double doors that broke up the jail hallways.

“I missed you,” Eve and I both said in unison as soon as Juliette was out of earshot. The vampire woman smiled at me and then stood.

“I’m covered with blood, but I wish to hug you.” she frowned and looked down at her body.

“I am too. I keep getting shot.” I pulled her to my chest and wrapped my arms around her shoulders.

“I knew you would come back,” she whispered.

“I’ll never leave you.”

“I know. Do not be angry at Juliette. She has had a rough life. She does not understand we are kindred spirits, and I did not have an opportunity to explain it to her.”

“If you can forgive her then I will,” I said as I squeezed Eve a bit tighter to my chest. It was still difficult to breathe, and my chest ached terribly, but my shoulder was feeling much better.

“We have much to do, but then we will talk about Z,” Eve said, and I felt my heart miss a beat.

“Yeah. I don’t know what happened, but you--”

“I know your thoughts and emotions.” She reached up to touch my cheek with her bloody fingers. “I do not feel betrayed. If anything, I am happy.”

“Uhhh. Why are you happy? Most women would be--”

“I am not most women. I am all women, and you are all men.” She pulled away from me a bit, and I stared into her red eyes.

“I don’t understand--”

“I got it!” Juliette ran through the double doors with the deactivated bomb in her hand. She still held the other one under her right arm, and she looked at Eve with a bewildered expression on her face. “How did you know?”

“I can read minds,” Eve answered with a shrug.

“No. really. How did you know?”

“Adam reminds you of your father and brother,” Eve said as she pointed to me. “You lost them in the Yitarni War when insurgents tried to take possession of your family’s farmstead. Your mother and two sisters were sold into slavery, but you escaped and tried to rescue them. Your first attempt failed, and you lost the team you hired, the second attempt was successful, but they’d been given hitaron drugs to ensure their loyalty. You couldn’t get any of it in time, and they all died from withdrawals. Then you--”

“Stop,” the redhead growled, and she dropped the two clusters of tubes as she raised her pistol toward Eve. The bombs bounced off the concrete with a sickening crack, and my stomach lurched.

“You will not find the explosives if you shoot me,” Eve said. “I am on your side.”

“Put the gun down,” I growled at Juliette as my beast screamed to be released.

“How do you know that? How the fuck do you know that?” Juliette blinked rapidly as she spoke, and I could see that her gun arm was shaking.

“As I said, I read minds. You have trouble pushing your painful memories away. You re-live them every day. You blame yourself. It was not your fault that--”

“Shut up,” Juliette hissed. “Who told you? Is there a file somewhere on me? Was it--”

“There are fourteen more bombs,” Eve said as she raised her hand to stop me from moving toward Juliette. “I will tell you more after we disarm them and stop Nebula Gammon. You want to save Queen’s Hat. So do Adam, Z, and I.”

A few tense seconds passed as Juliette and Eve stared at each other. Both women were tall, not as tall as Z, but about the same one hundred and eighty centimeters, so neither had to look down at the other. It was taking all of my willpower to keep from changing, and I didn’t know if I could hold back for much longer.

Then Juliette lowered her gun.

“You’ll tell me after this?” she asked.

“Yes,” Eve answered with a slight smile. Her expression looked horrific because of all the blood on her face, but the other woman didn’t seem put off by it.

“Let’s find the bombs,” Juliette said with a sigh. “Where did you stash the other three you said you disarmed?”

“There are lockers in the room there,” Eve said as she pointed to a door down the hallway a bit.

“Got it,” Juliette ran to the door, opened it, walked inside, and then returned ten seconds later without the bombs.

“Adam,” Eve said as soon as Juliette returned. “There are five men down below placing the explosives.”

“I understand,” I said as the beast in my stomach roared up from my stomach.

My chest swelled against the expensive suit I wore, my legs bulged and pushed against my pants. Every disc in my back popped when my spine elongated, but then they reformed around the joints. My feet cried out in pain when they pushed against my leather dress shoes, but then the stitching broke, and my pawed toes ripped free of the tattered shoe.

“Arrrgghh,” I groaned as I moved my arms forward and felt the seams of the coat rip a bit. Somehow, the suit was still on me, but I imagined it wouldn’t last for more than a few minutes of me fighting in my tiger-man form.

My human teeth popped out of my mouth with a gush of blood, and they clattered to the floor at the same times as the bullet in my chest and shoulder both did. The pain from both of those wounds was now gone, replaced by the hot agony of my transformation and the animal hunger coursing through my blood.

My vision shifted on the color spectrum a bit so that everything had a yellowish-red hue, and my eyes darted between the blood covering Eve and the pulse of blood I saw throb in Juliette’s slender neck.

“Let’s go killlllll them,” I growled as I stumbled toward the door. The tattered shoes were too awkward to walk in, so I reached down and tore them free of my feet with a flick of my retractable finger claws.

I reached the stairwell door and ripped it off its hinges with a push from my hands. The hunk of metal smacked against the railing of the steps and then tumbled down the center space of the stairs with a series of thunderous bounces. The men down below would know I was coming, but I didn’t care. I wanted them to know.

I wanted them to fear.

“Two floors down!” Juliette shouted as I rushed down the stairs ahead of the two women. I grunted a reply, passed the next floor’s door, and then leapt the remaining four sets of stairs. I heard the men down below shouting, probably because of the sound of the door falling, and one of the crooked cops had opened the door to the lower level so he could investigate the noise.

He saw me leap down the stairs, and he opened his mouth to scream. The sound never left his lungs, though. I shoved the pistol in my right hand into his opened maw and pulled the trigger twice. Then I stepped past him into the security room and shot the face off another man who had turned away from his set explosive.

The room looked like a military command bridge of a carrier class vessel. There was a center bullpen of metal cubicle bays with terminals. This area was raised above a small sea of rowed terminals that all faced the main screen. I guessed each of the stations would manually control a plasma cannon, but the room smelled of forgotten dust and old computer parts.

There was movement on the far side of the room, and I ducked behind one of the terminals before the other trio of assholes could aim at me. One was directly across the room and took up a similar place of cover as I had. The other was off to my left, on the other side of the raised control platform in the middle of the vast room. The last was positioned by the front screen of the command center, and he was angling further to my right so he could flank me.

The last one was probably going to be the biggest problem if I stayed in my current position. He’d be able to get a cross-shot angle on me while the first one kept me pinned. These were the kind of problems that were easily solved with a grenade, but I didn’t have any on me, so I just threw my furry bulk over the side of one of the terminals, and angled myself to run to the far side of the room.

The first man shot at me, but I was running much too fast, and his bullets hit the cubicle walls three meters behind me. The second man down by the screen also tried for a shot, but he was a good sixty meters away and shooting upward at an angle. He was just wasting ammo.

I slid behind one of the last terminal stations and then ducked out around the far side of it. My opponent realized I was moving to flank him, so he’d backed around his terminal to get more cover. He leaned around the other side, and we both exchanged shots. They both bounced off the metal we each hid behind, but he ducked back around his cover to avoid my next bullet.

I had hoped he would do that, and I sprang around my terminal wall instead of shooting at him a second time. Then I rushed his position while the man down by the screen cried out a warning. It was too little too late, and I leapt over the wall of the first man’s terminal before he realized I was upon him. My twin pistols barked together, and the bullets tore gaping holes through the top of his skull.

I rolled through my landing, popped up onto my feet, and then jumped down the stairs that connected the various levels of rows in the command center. I leapt toward the man by the screen, and the bullets left his gun like frantic screams of distress. He didn’t expect a giant tiger-man to be charging down at him, and his bullets didn’t come anywhere close to hitting me.

I made a long jump over the row of tables three meters from his position and pulled the triggers of my guns while I was in the air. These pistols were half the caliber size of my usual weapons, and they almost felt like toys in my giant cat hands, but they were accurate, and both of my bullets took the crooked cop in the chest. He tumbled back against the stair railing with a muted cry, and I fired once more to put another pair of bullets in him.

The last man hadn’t shot at me when I charged down toward the screen, so I guessed he intended to flee. My prediction was proven correct a few seconds later when I heard him unleash a blood-curdling scream. Then there were two gunshots, and the scream went silent.

“We are clear up here!” Juliette yelled.

“Clear down herrrrrrree!” I growled back. Then I looked at the feet of the man that I just killed and saw the bomb.

A few minutes later we found the rest and disarmed them. Then we moved back up to the jail floor, and Juliette hid them away in the lockers.

“Three more to do,” she said as soon as we returned to the stairwell and began our climb back up to the main floor.

“There will be more men up here, and they will be ready for us,” Eve said.

“I’ll kill them all,” I growled. Disarming the bombs and hiding them hadn’t been enough activity for the monster in my soul, and it wanted to kill again.

We reached the top level door, and I motioned for the two women to step away while I checked the hallway. I didn’t know what to expect on the other side of the door, but I should have expected what I saw: Ten cops in full battle armor positioned at the far end of the hallway.

“Down!” I yelled as I slammed the door closed. I heard a thwump sound from the other side of the door and wrapped my arms around both of the women.

Then I threw myself down the stairs away from the exploding door.

Juliette shouted as we fell down the stairs, but Eve knew I was trying to protect them, and she wrapped her arms around the flailing redhead so that both stayed in my grip. My shoulders, back, ass, and legs smacked into the sharp edges of the stairs, and then my head collided with the wall at the bottom of the switchback.

The air was filled with smoke, fire, and shouts from the men upstairs. I figured they would either follow up with another shot from their rocket-propelled grenade, or they would throw a few offensive grenades past the destroyed door. Either way, laying here wasn’t going to do the three of us any good.

“Up,” I said as I pushed them from my chest. The women didn’t need much encouragement, and they moved back down the stairs a few steps while I stood. I found one of my dropped pistols at my feet, but I couldn’t see the other one. There was a third in my belt, but the bouncing sound of two grenades interrupted my plans to draw the weapon.

“Eve!” I shouted, but as soon as the words left my mouth, both of the bouncing metal balls reversed their trajectory and launched them back the way they had come.

There were a series of screams from up above, and then twin explosions.

“Good job,” I said as I sprinted up the stairs.

“My pleasure,” Eve replied.

I turned into the smoky hallway and then finished yanking my other pistol out of my belt. The pair of grenades did all the work I intended, and all but two of the armored men appeared to be dead.

Do not kill yet. I can question them.

Eve’s voice came into my mind as I prepared to execute one of the survivors.

“Got it,” I growled and waited for the two women to join me.

“These fucks,” Juliette sighed when she looked at the bodies.

“Know them?” I asked.

“Know them? I’ve worked with them for ten years. Most of them didn’t like me, but I thought I had their respect. I thought they cared about Queen’s Hat enough to want to protect it. They are traitors to their uniform, and the oath we swore to.”

“Not all people can resist the call of money and pleasure,” Eve said.

“I guess not,” Juliette said as she reached into her coat. She pulled out her pack of cigarettes. Looked at them. Looked at us, and then put them back in her coat.

“This one looks the most alive,” I said to Eve as I grabbed one of the men that looked more stunned than injured by the explosions. I yanked his helmet off his head and then sat him upright against one of the walls.

“Do you know about the bombs?” Eve asked the man. She smiled at him, but I could see the anger in her red eyes.

“Fuck. You.” He coughed and then spat on the beautiful woman’s face.

I didn’t even have time to think about my actions. The pistol in my right hand kicked four times, and the man’s head seemed to vaporize.

“Adam,” Eve turned to me and frowned as she wiped the spit from her bloody face.

“Sorrrrrry,” I growled. “Let’s try the other asshole.” I pointed to the other man I thought was alive, but on cue, he coughed, and blood poured out of his mouth.

“Uhhh. That was Briggs. He’s rather dead now,” Juliette said with a sigh. “This level of the station has thirty offices, four bullpens with twenty desks each, and eight interrogation rooms. Finding those three explosives will be like finding a lump of frozen shit in an asteroid belt. There is no way--”

The doors leading from the hallway to the lobby swung open, and Juliette and I pointed our guns down the hall. I had expected more crooked cops in armor, but Byron walked through the door instead.

And he was followed by a swarm of hand sized helicopter-style drones.

“Oi! I heard you have a problem with some bombs? Maybe we can be of assistance?”
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Zeta Hack - Chapter 17

“You were the fucker that planted them!” Juliette stomped toward Byron with her pistol leveled at his chest. He was wearing the same suit from when he had been shot in the head, and he gave the redhead woman a crooked grin.

“Yeah, girl. I’m a changed man now. I’d like to help.”

“Changed man? Changed man?” Juliette’s face almost matched her hair, and her arm trembled with anger. “You’ve bought half of my security force, dealt drugs, illegally trafficked weapons, murdered people, and committed acts of slavery. Telling me, you are a changed man is--”

“Hey, hey, hey. Listen, Commander Larns, I never did any slave trading. My sister was sold as a slave. I just found out that Huyan Kar was the man who did it, and I put a nice shiny bullet through the space between his ears. Just ask--” Byron pointed at me as he spoke, and then his head tilted a bit. The movement mirrored a human’s look of confusion so closely; I had trouble believing he wasn’t alive. “Mate, there’s something different about you. No, don’t tell me. I wanna figure it out. Is it the suit? Did you get a new suit?”

“Ahhh. I understand,” Eve whispered under her breath, and she shot me a sideways smile. I guessed she couldn’t read his thoughts, and then read mine to get the back story on the bald gangster.

“The shoes? Those look like fuzzy slippers, but that’s not it.” Byron continued. He was actually tapping his chin now, and the drones fixed their camera eyes on me as they hovered behind him. They almost looked like little dragonflies, only they had spinning tops instead of wings.

“Did you see any of the cops you hired at the front of the building or in the lobby?” I asked.

“Naw, Mate. New belt? What am I missing here?”

“Are you fucking kidding?” Juliette groaned. “He’s a walking tiger, and you are under arrest for the--”

“Hey, hey, hey!” The bald man waved his hands and stepped back from the policewoman. “I wanna help you find these bombs. Then I wanna help you stop Nebula Gammon. Arrest me afterward. Okay?”

“Do you know where they are?” Juliette growled her question.

“Yeah, girl. Well, I told them where to put them on this level. One’s in the main bullpen in the front. One’s in your office. One’s--”

“My office?” she seethed.

“Yeah. I thought it was kind of funny yesterday, but now I realize that it might not endear me to you so I--”

“Where are the others?” Eve asked, and the android man seemed to notice her for the first time.

“Oiiii. Hey, girl. You’ve got this whole bloody vampire thing going on. I dunno if I’m aroused or terrified. Let me ask my wanker.” He grabbed his crotch and then tilted his head sideways.

“Where are the other two?” Juliette demanded as she pushed her pistol into the gangster android’s chest.

“One in the evidence room and one in the data server room,” he said to Juliette. Then he pulled his hand off his crotch and looked at Eve. “My wanker says he’d like to try out all your holes. What ya say we get a room after all this is over?”

I growled, and the android looked at me in surprise. “Ahh shit, Mate. She yours also? I need to learn your secrets. Only pretty girls I can get to hang out with me are my sisters, and that’s practically masturbation at this point.”

“The one we already found was heading to evidence,” Juliette said. “I’ll get the one from my office. You,” she pointed at Byron. “Get the one from the bullpen.”

“I can get all of them. You three just wait here.” The bald android moved to walk past us, but Juliette grabbed his arm.

“Nope. You aren’t going anywhere.”

“He’s fine,” I said to the policewoman.

“You trust this asshole? Didn’t you hear the list of crimes that he has committed? You have no--”

“I trust his sisters,” I interrupted her, “and they sent him.” I turned to look at the swarm of floating drones, but I got no reaction from the robots.

“Right oh, Mate. I’ll be back in a flash. You all guard the door in case more of the men that used to work for me realize I’m not gonna pay them. Ha!” The gangster skipped past us, blew Eve a kiss, and then made the first turn down the hallway.

“Z, do you copy?” I said once I fished Persephone’s transponder out of the front pocket of my coat. The thing made a tearing sound every time I moved, and I guessed the stitching in the back was about to disintegrate.

“I copy, Captain,” she said. “I’ve almost cracked the wall between District B and A, but it’s taking forever. I think I can crack the other ones a bit quicker, but I won’t know until I run up against them.”

“How many minutes has it been?” I asked her.

“Uhhh. Seventeen.”

“That’s not going to work,” I groaned. “It won’t give anyone enough time to find the bombs. We need to tell them now.”

“We also have to get the auto turrets on-line so they can defend us against Nebula Gammon,” Juliette reminded me.

“I can’t do both at once,” Z said.

“You said there was a master switch in District H?” I asked Juliette. “How long will it take us to get there?”

“Ten, maybe fifteen,” she said with a smirk. “If Baccala’s or Kar’s grunts don’t think that we’ll think about that and have men guarding the outpost.”

“Do you have any shotguns or rifles here?” I asked.

“Yes. We’ve got a small arsenal in the armory,” Juliette’s smirk turned into a full smile. “I think I’ll have to deputize you.”

“Aren’t we already deputies?” I laughed, but it sounded like a growl coming from my cat mouth.

“Now you are.” She winked.

“Z, come to the security station in District B.”

“Got it. I’ll leave--”

“No,” Juliette interrupted me. “It’s too dangerous. Blondie couldn’t hit the broadside of a carrier class ship from two meters away with a shotgun.”

“Hey! You haven’t even seen me shoot! How do --”

“I can tell by the way you fly,” Juliette interrupted the hacker as she looked at Eve. “She’ll need an escort.”

“I am only a bit better at shooting than Z is,” the vampire admitted.

“Okay, I’m not that bad. Why are you guys picking on me--” Z started to say through my transponder, but Juliette ignored her.

“Someone needs to show you where to go in District H, and someone needs to get Blondie here,” the police woman mused. “I can’t be in both places at the same time.”

“Just give me directions. I’ll find it. It is important Z gets here so she can try to get the auto turrets online. If she can’t do that, it’s not going to matter if we stop all the bombs from going off, Nebula Gammon will still take the station,” I said.

“No. You’ve never been. Even if I give you directions, it will take you too long to find it, and if there is anyone guarding the place you are going to have a hard time getting through.”

“Oi!” Byron called out, and we turned around to the android. He was carrying the three bombs, and he wore a large grin on his face. “I know where the outpost is in District H, Mate. I can take you there.”

“It is settled then,” I said as I turned back to Juliette and Eve. “You go get Z and get her back here to fix the auto turrets. Byron and I will manually open the firewalls. Then you’ll communicate with all the commanders of the other stations and your parliament.”

“When we are all gone, the station will be unprotected,” Juliette said.

“My sisters will guard the place with these crafty buggers,” Byron said as he gestured to the swarm of drones. It was hard to count them because they shuffled in the air, but I guessed there were over twenty. “Anyone comes in, and they will shoot them with their little needle guns.

“I’m not sure I like the plan,” Juliette said as she looked back to me, “but if I went with you, I wouldn’t be able to do the last part until we got back.”

“That will take too long. This is the best solution. Thanks for the help, Byron,” I said to the gangster, and he bowed his head a bit.

Juliette pointed down the hallway. “Let’s get us some beefier weapons.”

We followed the police commander down the hall, then made a right at the doorway where we had originally found the crooked cop with the first bomb. Then it was down another empty hallway to a steel door locked with a keypad. Juliette’s fingers danced across the numbers, and the door popped open with a hiss.

It was a damn fine armory.

There were boxes filled with stun batons, shelves stacked with riot shields and helmets, drawers filled with armor, and each of the four walls were covered with rifles, shotguns, pistols, and various taser weapons.

“Take what you want,” Juliette said as she reached for a molded armor chest piece.

I grabbed the largest suit of heavy armor I could find, but the chest piece was almost too small for me. Eve had already slipped into a suit, so she helped me attach the latches of the torso armor, leggings, shoulder pads, arms, and shin guards. We even found a pair of boots that my furry tiger feet were able to fit into. They were somehow a perfect fit, and I guessed from their dusty condition that they must have sat unused in the armory for many years.

Byron was also putting on armor, but he just went with a vest piece and a riot helmet. He shot me a crooked smile when he finished strapping on the chin piece of his helmet, and then we stepped toward the wall of weapons.

“I’ll take this,” I growled as I lifted the meanest shotgun I could see off the wall hanger.

It was about the same size as the one I left on Persephone, but this weapon had two magazines attached to the bottom. It was meant to be loaded with two different types of ammo, probably riot bullets or sandbags, and then the user could toggle between them with the selector button I saw above the magazine release switches.

I grabbed eight magazines and moved to the ammo section of the armory. Most of the bullets there were for riot purposes, but I found some crates of buckshot and aerodynamic solid-slug. I loaded up the eight magazines equally, popped two into the bottom of the shotgun, and then put the rest in the pouches of an ammo harness I found. Then I holstered the two pistols on the harness and put their extra magazines in the rest of the spare pouches.

“I’m ready,” I said to my companions.

Juliette was done loading up her rifle, and she was helping Eve put extra magazines in her belt. Somewhere along the way, my friend must have ducked into a bathroom. The spots where her tight-fitting suit showed under her armor were still covered in blood, but her face was now clean.

Byron slammed a magazine into his own rifle and then pointed to a stack of boxes in the corner. They were grenades.

“Might we have a bit of those bangers?” he asked.

“Yeah,” I tried to laugh, but it came out like a growl.

“Eh, smokers. Better than nothing,” he said as he picked up two.

“Here are some defensive ones,” I said as I passed him two more.

“What does that mean?”

“Less shrapnel, more concussive,” I explained as I attached three of the smokes and three of the defensive grenades to my harness.

“Good enough for me, Mate. There might not be anyone waiting for us, but it never hurts to bring gifts.”

“You said you know where you are going?” Juliette asked Byron as she set her rifle on her shoulder.

“Yeah. I’m gonna take Triumphant up to the border. There’s a side passage I know that goes in through the sewers, but if you’ve got a key card it will--”

Juliette interrupted the bald gangster by holding up a piece of plastic. The android went to grab it, but she jerked it away from him and held it out to me.

“Then what?” she asked him after I took the card.

“Continue on Triumphant for two kilometers or so, then make a left on Marrion. Then a right on… Elizabeth? Is that the one? Has an old Nebula Gammon radio station on the corner?”

“That’s it,” she said. “Station will be on the left. You want to access the command center. It will be on the bottom floor, just like this station. You’ll look for a firewall bypass. Someone must have switched it on. If you need help, use the transponder, and I’ll try to give you directions once you are in there.”

“Got it,” I said as I turned to Byron. The man nodded at me, and then he moved out of the armory.

“Be careful,” I said to Eve before I turned to follow the gangster android.

“You as well.” She smiled at me, and the weapon filled room seemed to brighten a few shades.

Then I ran after the android and out of the police station.
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Zeta Hack - Chapter 18

“Here’s the door, Mate!” Byron said after we’d run through the streets of District B for ten minutes. It was still early in the morning, and we’d only passed three people walking on the cobblestones. They took one look at me in my tiger-man form, and ducked into the nearest alley.

“Where do I put the key?” I asked as soon as we reached the massive bulkhead. Unlike the graffiti covered door to District H that I saw in District E, this door was painted with a beautiful mural of a mermaid on a beach.

There was a pair of drones from the swarm floating above our heads, and a red laser emerged from one. The red pointer fell on the wall where I originally thought there was just a crack in the brick, and I pushed the plastic card in. Then the bricks lit up with a pair of kanji symbols. I could read the writing well enough, and I pressed the symbol for “up.”

The massive door shuddered, groaned, and then began to lift on ancient hydraulics. As soon as it was a meter off the ground, the android and I rolled under it and continued our run. The two drones followed us, and I wondered which twin was piloting them.

“This place used to be nice. I don’t understand why they didn’t re-occupy it after Nebula Gammon was kicked out,” the android said. He wasn’t breathing heavily from our run, so I picked up the pace a bit.

“They’d probably have to remove all the signage and demolish some of the buildings,” I growled as I pointed at one of the passing structures that said Nebula Gammon Corporate Apartment Building #1. It was getting hard to talk because I had been in my shifted tiger-man form for too long. I could feel the rage bubbling in my stomach.

“We’ll turn up here, Mate,” he said at the next dark corner. It would have been impossible for me to see anything here with normal human eyes, but my cat eyes were far superior now, and I could make out a distant glow in the streets ahead. It provided enough light to guide my feet down the smooth streets.

“Stop,” I commanded after another minute of running. I had heard something up ahead of us, and I motioned for the android to duck behind an alleyway corner with me.

“Buggers. I see them,” he said after a moment. There were four men carrying rifles up on the corner of the next street. They were backlit by something, and I guessed it was the central security station.

“I’ll work around up this way,” I growled as I pointed back into the alley. “You go around the other side of the street. I’ll try to take them out with my clawwwws so it is quiet, but if I can’t, you’ll nnnneeeeeed to take a shot.”

“Sure, Mate. You okay? Sounding kind of more cat than man since we got into District H.”

“I’m fine,” I hissed. Then I moved back into the alley and tried to push up past the four men’s position.

The scent of the men helped me keep tabs on my position as I snuck through the dark alley, and I ended up coming out exactly where I wanted on the main street. The group of men were now pinched between Byron and me, and I could approach from the darker side of the street.

I darted across the lanes so I was on the same side of the street as them. I knew that I made a little noise when I ran in my boots, but I didn’t think the other men heard me. One of them did look over from his conversation, but I’d made my crossing where the street was dark, and the man just shrugged and then turned back to his companions’ discussion.

“What you gonna do with your credits?” one of the men asked.

“I’m going to get a bunch of Pow-Pow and buy some girls from District C. Some of the olive-skinned ones that will do anything for a bit of R-credit. Know what I mean?”

The other men laughed, and then they all spoke at once about their plans. Their excited voices were a perfect cover for my own movements, and I managed to get into the shadow of an abandoned building five meters away without any of the four noticing my presence. I looked to my left and saw the front of the central security station. Light poured from the front windows and into the dark street like a glass of spilled milk, but I didn’t see any other men patrolling inside the lobby.

I also didn’t see Byron on the other side of the four assholes, but I was only going to need him if something went wrong. I took a few quick breaths, moved the strap of my shotgun so the weapon hung against my back, and then sprang out from behind cover with my claws extended from my fingers.

I made it to the group before any of them noticed me, and I ended the closest one with a slash across his throat. The other three men gasped when their faces were sprayed with the man’s blood, and the second one died when my claws ripped his head from his shoulders.

“What the--” the third man started to say, but I grabbed his throat with my left hand and then shoved my pointer and middle fingers into the eye sockets of the last one. My claws found his brain and his dying body spasmed as he tumbled to the road. I jerked my left arm back and snapped the neck of the third man, and then I cast his body aside like a broken toy.

“Oi! You’re one mean bugger, aren’t ya, Mate?” Byron said as he stepped from the shadows.

“Yesssss,” I hissed as I fought against the roar that was trying to escape my throat. It must have been thirty minutes now, and I didn’t know how much longer I could stay in this form without losing myself. I wanted to keep running. To keep killing.

“You got a human tongue in there? Or a big old tiger one?” Byron asked as he tried to peer into my mouth. I growled at him and then pointed to the front of the station.

“Looks like a tiger one. I bet all the ladies love it when you--”

“Let’s ggggggooo,” I said as I brought my shotgun out from behind my back and stepped up to the front door of the station. The door swung open with my foot, and I swept the lobby to make sure I wasn’t missing anyone hiding behind the corners. Even though the lights were on, all of the various waiting room chairs and tables were turned over, and it was obvious this place hadn’t been visited in dozens of years.

Byron let out a soft whistle, and I turned to see the armored man nod to the door. I moved to kneel near the side of the door that would open. I heard conversation and footsteps approaching and figured the men on the other side didn’t know we were waiting here.

I nodded to Byron, he pushed open the door, and my shotgun barked twice as it sent buckshot into the unarmored bodies of the suited men. My attack caught them completely by surprise, and it looked as if they had been walking toward the lobby as they spoke to each other.

“Now they know we are here, Mate,” Byron said with a shrug.

“Good,” I growled. “They will be afraid.”

“Hey, that’s a real positive attitude you’ve got,” he said as he followed me into the hallway. I heard shouting coming from one of the side hallways, and I twisted my shotgun around the corner and fired my weapon without even bothering to aim. The choke on my gun wasn’t especially wide, but the men were a good twenty meters away, and my buckshot tagged two of the four men who were trying to move for cover.

I squeezed the trigger twice more and sprayed the cubicles the men were trying to hide behind. I guessed that I’d hit another one of the men where he hid, but my pellets weren’t penetrating the metal where the other two were. I toggled the gun over to slugs, and then fired four of them into the terminals. The men screamed, and I saw plenty of blood splatter against the far walls.

If they weren’t dead, I’d done enough damage to make them wish they were.

“You’re quite good with that boomstick, eh?” Byron asked as I swung back into the main hallway.

“I’m ggggood at killinggg people.”

“Yeah, Mate. I can tell. Made a good call hiring you, I did. Although, it wasn’t really me. Kasta’s sweet on you. Paula is too, but she’s all shy about saying that stuff.”

“Keep movinggg,” I growled as I jogged down toward the end of the hallway. The pair of drones were in my way, but they floated above me as I ran through their position.

I reached the stairs and heard the elevator ding next to me. I toggled my weapon back to buckshot and then kneeled down as low as I could get without going prone. Byron followed my example, and we both opened fire as soon as the double metal doors opened.

There were six men inside with their pistols drawn, but our bullets tore through them as if they were made of paper. Only one of them had time to scream, but it was the anguished sound of someone who knew he was about to die.

“There can’t be much more of them, eh?” Byron asked as he gestured to the blood-soaked elevator.

“Stairs,” I said as I reloaded both of my shotgun magazines. Then I moved to the door next to the elevator and propped it open with a massive boot.

The stairwell was clear, but I still waited a few seconds for anyone below me to poke their head out. There was either no one there, or no one brave enough to lean out and shoot up through the stairwell center, so I continued down the steps.

“So, anyways, Mate. We’d like to come with you when you leave Queen’s Hat,” Byron whispered.

“Why?” I growled as I leaned over the side again with my shotgun.

“Like sis said, nothing for us here. We put the dead in Huyan Kar. So there isn’t much else to do.”

“There are otherrr people who need help. Don’t you have a lot of money from your illegal operrrrrrations? You could help them here.”

“Yeah, Mate, but there are also some bad memories here. You get it, eh? We’ve never been off Queen’s Hat. Would be nice to walk on a planet, or see another star system. Maybe we can settle somewhere else one day. I can open up a gambling hall or a race track on some backwater planet and live like an emperor!”

“What about your sssisterrrrr?”

“They want to go, with you preferably. As I said, they are sweet on--”

“No. The one who wassss kiddddddnapped.” There was one more level to go, and I had my sights set on the door where I expected a bunch of armed men to flood out of it and begin shooting up at us.

“Mate, she’s not coming back. She’s lost to the stars. Just like all of humanity. We are drifting forever. Lost explorers who have forgotten our home.” I was surprised by the sudden sadness in the gangster android’s voice, and I turned to look at him. His face was contorted in an expression so agonizingly human, it made me wonder if I imagined him really being a machine.

“But if she does?”

“She won’t. Please, Mate. Let us come with you. We’ll pay our way. I’m a fucking scumbag. A real piece of shit, ya know? But they are wonderful. They will be safe with you.”

“I’ll thinkkkk about it. Weeee neeeeed to gggget out of this first,” I said as we reached the door leading to the security control center. Damn. It was getting really hard to talk, and the android’s conversation was making me unreasonably angry.

“Got it, Mate. I’ll get the door,” he moved to the hunk of steel and grabbed the handle. I nodded at the bald android, and he kicked it open as I swung around the corner with my shotgun ready.

I got a single shot off before I had to duck back around the corner. The door, metal rails, and brick steps of the stairwell opposite the door were suddenly filled with a rain of hot bullets. The group of men in the command center were stationed behind a mobile police barrier, and I’d missed hitting any of them with my shotgun blast.

“How many?” Byron shouted over the spray of bullets that came through the door between us.

“More than twwwwwweeeenty!” I growled as I grabbed a defensive grenade from my belt. It appeared as if they had a light machine gun mounted to the top of the barrier, and we weren’t going to be able to make any progress unless we got rid of it.

There was a gap in the stream of bullets, and I tossed the grenade through the door toward the barrier. It wasn’t the best of throws, but the men shouted when the small explosive bounced toward them. As soon as it went off, I pulled out a smoke grenade and tossed it in afterward. Byron mirrored my movement with one of his own smoke grenades, and the men in the control center started to shout.

Byron moved to run in the door, but I pushed him back a moment before another stream of machine gun fire poured through the door between us. The android’s eyes opened wide with surprise, and I held up the palm of my furry hand to command him to wait.

Then the stream of machine gun fire stopped, and I pointed before I dove through the smoky door.

The command center was filled with gray soup, and I immediately dove to the left to hide behind some of the terminals I had glimpsed there. The smoke was hurting my sensitive nose and eyes, but I could get an understanding of where the enemies were because of my sensitive ears. I didn’t want to risk shooting them until I got behind the machine gun barrier, so I started to crawl in that direction.

I heard some non-machine gunshots, but I didn’t know if they were coming from Byron’s rifle or one of the enemy guns. Then a few bullets smashed into the terminals above me, and I forced my body to lie still for a few moments.

“Oi! You sassy buggers! I can smell the shit in your diapers!” Byron shouted. It sounded like he was on the other side of the command center, and I heard a bunch of guns retort around me.

I started my crawl again and then heard the machine gun piss its bullets from what sounded like two meters away from me. They were shooting toward Byron, so I crawled toward the group of men behind the barrier.

There were four of them. Each wore heavy military looking armor and the three not on the machine gun carried carbines. I pressed my finger on the switch to ensure that I was firing slugs and then stood from my crawl.

I squeezed the trigger four times as I cycled through the men. My first slug took the head off the machine-gunner with a spray of red that mixed with the smoke. My second slug divided the chest of the man to his right in half. The third punched the man so hard; his body tumbled back over the barrier and was swallowed by the smoke. The last slug tore the man in half, and his legs continued to stand for a few moments after the upper half of his body rolled away.

I guessed where Byron was from his shot, and I had an approximate idea of the other men's locations based off their shots, so I grabbed the handle of the light machine gun and strangled the trigger.

Bullets poured from the barrel of the machine gun and punched through the smoke like drills. The smoke swirled around the path of bullets as if it was a liquid whirlpool, and I managed to get a clean look at where the rounds landed. The metal spray tore through an armored man, then another, then another, and then I started to lose count of the bodies I punched through with the stream.

Then the gun clicked, and I looked down to see that I’d run out of the belt.

I ducked down behind the machine gun cover, held my shotgun, and listened for the sound of anyone alive. I didn’t hear anyone speak, or moan, or cry out in agony, and I began to believe I’d killed them all.

“Byron?” I called out through the still air. I half expected my voice to draw more gunfire, but no one shot at me.

“Yeah, Mate?” he sounded as if he was on the other side of the large command room.

“Youuuu okkkkay?” I growled.

“Never been better,” he said, but then he coughed, and I guessed the android was actually hurt.

“I’ll come to yooouuu,” I said as I stood from behind the barrier. There was still a bunch of smoke in the room, but it was clearing a bit, and I didn’t see any movement.

But I did see the outline of a bunch of armored bodies.

I moved cautiously through the terminals and around the raised area of the command center. There was no other movement through the thinning smoke, and I started to think that I’d killed all opponents.

“Here, Mate,” he said, and I moved to the terminal he was hiding behind.

“You said you werrrreee okay,” I growled. The android had taken a bullet through his stomach, and green fluid was leaking out onto the metal tile.

“This?” he asked as he pointed at his belly. “It’s nothing, Mate. I had my head blown off before. Oi, help me stand though! My legs aren’t working that well.”

“Alright,” I said as I grabbed onto his shoulders to hoist him up.

“Watch the green stuff. It’s artificial stomach acid.”

“Huh?” I asked as I brought him to his feet.

“Yeah, Mate. I can eat and drink. I’m just like a human, but more charming, and I smell better. Ha!”

“We need to find this swwwwwitch,” I growled.

“It’s probably in the center part.” He pointed to the raised command center. It rose out of the smoke like a building climbing out of fog.

I pulled Byron toward it, and we ascended the steps to reach the platform. I set him in a chair while I looked at the cluster of ten terminals. I didn’t see anything obvious on the control pads, so I reached into my pocket to pull out my transponder.”

“Z and Juliette, I’m in the command center. I don’t see this switch.”

“Look… red… behind… main… station…” the policewoman’s voice was choppy, and I guessed our position deep under the security station was causing interference with the signal.

“Shitttt!” I smashed my fist against one of the forgotten terminals, and the desk broke in half. “How are weeeeee going to find it?”

“You okay mate? Seem a little upset,” Byron said.

“Noooo. I’m fineeee,” I growled as I forced my anger down into my chest. Damn. It was hard to tell if the edges of my vision were getting darker because of the lack of lighting in the command center, the smoke, or because I was slipping into the madness of the beast that lived inside of me.

Then a red dot distracted me. It was on the terminal to my left, and I felt my anger abate as I watched it move across the surface of the control keys. I walked over to it and then went to touch it with my hand. But before I could grab it, the red dot twisted to my left. Excitement filled my senses, and I moved to try and get it again. This time the dot seemed to jump off the terminal and land on the floor next to me.

I dove to the ground, but the damn thing was too quick, and it escaped my paws before I could capture it. I watched the dot move ahead of me down the stairs of the central platform, and I gave chase after it.

The dot danced through terminals, climbed up a wall for a meter, and then came back around behind the main platform. I had forgotten about the bombs, the switch, and the wounded android sitting on the chair. Nothing else mattered but catching this fucking red dot.

It rested on a smooth metal wall by a set of switches, and I stalked it carefully before I got close enough to snatch it. Before my paw could close around it, the red dot disappeared, and my hand grasped the metal handle of a large throw switch.

Byron burst into laughter, and I looked up to see the bald gangster leaning over the side of the platform. His mirth brought me back to my senses, and I looked again at the handle I held in my hand. The sign above it said Security Firewall, and it was in the ON position.

“Mate, you should have seen yourself. You looked like a housecat chasing after a toy. Oi! I don’t think I could laugh any harder.” He was practically sobbing with hysterical laughter, and I found myself smiling.

“I hope my sisters made a video of that,” he said as he pointed up above my head. I followed his finger to see the two drones hovering three meters above me. Both of them winked their lasers on and off, and I found myself chuckling with the android man.

“I’ll throw this,” I said as I pulled the switch down. I expected there to be a noise, or an alarm, or any sort of change in the light color of the red switch, but it still had the On light illuminated.

“Z, I flipped the swwwwtich. Is the firewall gone?” I asked through the transponder.

“No. I… Still… there… flip… it?” she answered.

“I don’t think it worked, Mate,” Byron said with a sigh.

“Why?” I growled as I looked down from the switch. There was a thick piece of metal conduit leading from the box that the switch was on, and my eyes chased it to the far wall.

Where it had apparently been shot by a large caliber machine gun round.

“Shit,” Byron and I both said at the same time.

“Oi! Take me over there so I can look at it!” he demanded.

I jumped up to the railing, flipped over it, scooped the android gangster up in my arms, and then jumped down. We made it to the far wall in a few seconds, and one of the floating drones turned on a small flashlight to illuminate the cut conduit.

There was a pair of five-centimeter-wide cables inside. One of them was completely severed by a bullet, but the other one was intact.

“This thing probably powers a main switch computer for the firewalls. The light is on at the switch, so this is the return power. You’ll need to find some cable, Mate. Then we can join them together and throw the switch again.”

“Wherrrree?” I growled as I looked around the smoky command center.

“Any of the terminals should have some. See if you can bust them open!”

“Adam… Are… Hurry… time… Switch… Please!” Z’s voice came through the transponder, but I was only catching every second or third word.

I moved to the nearest terminal and dug my claws into the top of the desk. The metal peeled away like an inexpensive can of tuna, and I looked into the innards of the computer.

“I don’t see any cables, just short plug wires,” I said.

“Let me see one,” he replied, and I tore a handful out to show him.

“Naw, Mate. Those are clear fiberglass for shooting binary signal lasers through. They won’t conduct electricity. Try another.”

I moved to the next desk and ripped it open. It also had the short fiberglass cables there were only a few millimeters thick. I went to another, and another, but none of them were wired with the thick kind of cable that looked like they could hold an electrical current.

I roared with frustration and ripped one of the terminals out of the metal ground. The massive desk would have been impossible for me to lift while I was in my human form, but it felt almost like it was a child’s toy when I was in this enraged state. I glanced at the bottom of the desk joint brace where it met the ground and expected to see a power cable of some kind, but there was only a straight jack into the metal ground.

My claws dug into the joints of the tile, and I peeled back the metal on the ground. Underneath was another long cluster of fiberglass lines, and I yanked them out with another cry of frustration.

“Yeah, Mate. They use light pulses to send the signals to the central computers in the base of the station. Makes it easier to update the whole thing at once.”

“I’ll go backkkk upstairs and find some caaaable,” I growled.

“Naw.” Byron sighed. “I don’t think you’ll find any, and there isn’t time.” The man took a deep breath and closed his eyes for a second.

“What--” I started to speak, but the man raised up his hand and beckoned to me.

“Mate, do you think redemption is possible for anyone?” Byron blinked his eyes a few times.

“Yesss,” I hissed, and I thought about deserting the Marines and my time in the Yakuza.

“Maybe I’ll see her on the other side,” the man smiled and then looked at the floating drones. I saw a single tear drop from his right eye and slide down his chin.

“What are you--”

“I’ll hold both sides of the cable, and you flip the switch again,” he said as he grabbed one of the metal ends poking out of the conduit.

“No! I’ll go get some--”

“Mate, you aren’t going to find any, and a lot of people are going to die. You’ll let my sisters on your ship? They are good girls. I did all the bad stuff so they wouldn’t have to.”

“Can you pop your harddddd drrrrrive out? Then they can rebuild--”

“Naw. No time. Have to take my skull apart. This is the end. I’m fine with it, as long as you let them come with you.”

“I will,” I said with a sigh.

“And you’ll take care of them?”

“Yessss,” I growled.

“Good.” He leaned into me, and I mirrored his movement so he could whisper his last words. “So Kasta, she likes it up and down. Vertical like. Paula likes it in slow circles. Clockwise. Got it?” He smirked at me as he held two of his fingers up. He wiggled them and let out a short laugh, but another tear dripped down from his right eye.

“What are you talkingggg about?” I growled.

“It’s not incest. I’m not really their brother. It’s more like using a vibrator. Ha!” He laughed and then pointed at the switch. “Go flip it, Mate. Time’s a wasting.”

“Are you--”

“Just fucking do it! And take care of them. You promised!” he shouted at me and then pointed at the drones. “I’ll tell her when I see her!”

Byron grabbed the other end of the cable.

I flipped the switch up and back down again.

Byron didn’t scream as the electricity fried his body. He didn’t shout or make any movement. The android maintained his grip on both ends of the cable as his skin, flesh, and metal bones all began to bubble and melt together. He smoked like a piece of charcoal, and then his body began to lose its shape.

The switch next to me flipped to a green color, and it read OFF instead of ON.

“Z, did that, do it?” I asked as I walked over to Byron’s smoldering body.

“Yes! We… Districts… Juliette… Talk… You… Back?”

“Yeah, but it will justttt be meee,” I growled as I looked at the smoldering corpse. “Byron gave his life to save the station.”

The melted android’s goopy hands finally came free of the cable, and he slumped to the floor. I didn’t think anyone would be able to use the switch again to activate the firewalls, and it was quite possible that millions of people now owed their life to a vulgar android gangster.

“I hope you meet her in the afterlife,” I whispered to the smoking corpse.
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Zeta Hack - Chapter 19

The drones followed me out of the command center, up the flights of stairs, and through the lobby of abandoned security station. I expected to find more armed insurgents on the way out, but I saw nothing but the corpses of the men I just killed. I contemplated searching each one for R-credits, but my blood was throbbing through my skull, my muscles were screaming, and it felt as if the beast was trying to break my brain so that it could consume me.

I’d been in this form for far too long, and each step made me thirst for more blood, violence, and destruction. The beast wanted to run wild through the station so it could kill, feast, and fuck. It was everything my human brain wasn’t, but I was losing the war against the monster.

I made it to the opened gate between District H and B before the spasms rippled through my stomach and shoulders. I flopped onto the ground and tried to focus on the sounds of the ocean. I’d never been to Earth, but I had seen enough videos of the seas there, and the white sandy beaches. The thoughts of it normally pulled me out of my shifted form.

But the monster was resisting the mantra. It screamed against my efforts to put it back in the mental cage I built for it, and I could feel my arms begin to tingle.

“Nooo!” I growled as I felt the bones of my arms elongate. Terror filled my mind as I realized I wasn’t changing back into my normal body. I was shifting the other direction.

I was turning into an actual tiger.

“Noooo!” I growled again, and I saw the thumb on that hand start to shorten. Fuck me. I’d stayed too long in this state. The creature controlled my body now, and it would soon keep me locked in the cage of its stomach like I kept it imprisoned.

Or it would kill me.

I rolled over onto my stomach and kicked the ground with the toe of my boot. I tried to think about the ocean waves and the wind through the palm trees, but I couldn’t hear the breeze. I could only hear the snarling of the tiger.

I was the one making the noise. My screeches were filling the street, and I saw the backlit shapes of people peering out of the windows of their apartment buildings. Soon I would run into their homes. I would kill them and feast on their terror. The monster didn’t care, it just wanted dominance and death.

Adam. I am here.

Eve’s voice brought the sea waves into my mind, and I let out a painful gasp. The creature in my soul was confused by the intrusion, and it toggled between an angry growl and a purr of pleasure. It liked the vampire woman’s voice, but it didn’t want her to keep it from taking control.

You are a man. An honorable man. You don’t want to kill those people in the buildings.

“No,” I gasped, and I felt my hand start to shift back painfully so that I had an opposable thumb.

“You want to help the innocent. Save the beast in your soul for the evil men and women we will encounter.” She was standing a few feet from me now, but I couldn’t look up from the pain pulsing from my cramping stomach.

“It… hurts,” I curled up into a ball and felt the monster try and shift my leg joints around so that they were no longer fit for bipedal movement.

“It is a tool you have mastered. It is not a monster. It is a part of you,” Eve whispered and took a step toward me.

“Noooo. I’ll hurt you.” I gasped and tried to roll away from the vampire woman’s legs.

“All the parts of your broken soul love me. As I love you. The beast wants the same as you; it just bucks against your control. Just as you buck against its anger. Accept it is there, and think of the oceans that calm you.”

I thought again about the waves. I thought of the trees. I thought of the wind.

I pictured the sun setting across the waters. I imagined walking barefoot through the sand at dusk. I stepped into the waves and felt them splash against me as the spasms of agony tore into my stomach. My walk carried me deeper into the warm waves, and each step meant fewer waves and more embrace from the water.

Then the pain went away, and I was floating in the endless warm ocean watching the sun descend into darkness.

“Good.” Eve’s voice was a warm caress over my ear, and I opened my eyes to stare up into her beautiful face. The slight yellowish-red tint was gone from my vision, and I raised my arm up to look down at my hand. I was human again, but it felt like my arm weighed eighty kilograms, and I could only hold it up for a second.

“Thank you,” I whispered to her. It was hard to move my lips, and my eyelids were beyond heavy. I needed to sleep for a year.

“You are welcome, as always.” It sounded like she was smiling when she spoke, but I couldn’t force my eyes open.

“Can you walk?” she asked.

“No. So. Tired.”

“You have to walk, my love. When I left the security station. Juliette was in communication with the other district’s security commanders. Some of them did not believe her.”

“That’s a problem,” I said as I tried to force my eyelids open. If Juliette’s peers didn’t search for the bombs, then their stations would be destroyed. Not only would a bunch of innocent people die, but it would probably hurt the automated turrets that protected Queen’s Hat Station from invaders.

It could mean District B’s cannons would be the only defense against Nebula Gammon’s armada.

My eyes finally opened, and I stared at Eve’s beautiful face again.

“Rise, warrior. There are more battles to fight. As long as we have breath, we will defend those who need us. It is the promise I made to the universe, and the promise you made to me.” I didn’t know if she said the words aloud or in my mind, but it didn’t matter. I heard them, and I rolled my head off her lap so I could push my aching body upright.

Damn, did I ache. Every muscle felt as if I had ripped it into pieces. Every joint felt as if I had arthritis. Every millimeter of my skin felt as if it was recovering from a second degree burn. My eyelids felt like sandpaper, and they tore across my dry eyeballs every time I blinked. My brain felt as if I hadn’t slept in two weeks, and a migraine pulsed through my temples.

“I will help you walk,” Eve said as she slid her shoulders under my right arm. I was too tired to be prideful, and I let her support me as we walked down the darkened streets of the station.

“How much longer until the bombs explode?” I whispered. My head rolled back on my shoulders, and I caught a glimpse of the two drones who accompanied Byron and me into District H.

“Not long, maybe fifteen minutes. I heard your words across the transponder, and I knew you were in danger. I left Z and Juliette so I could come rescue you.”

“My heroine,” I said with a dry chuckle.

“You would do the same for me,” she said with a smile.

“A thousand times,” I said. “Hold on.” A wave of dizziness assaulted me, the muscles in my neck relaxed. My head slumped forward, and I couldn’t keep my eyes open.

“Adam. Adam. Adam,” Eve called my name, and I opened my eyes again. She was still supporting me, but we had somehow almost made it to Juliette’s police station.

“Did you carry me?” I asked.

“Perhaps,” she said with a mysterious smile that showed the points of her fangs.

“Can we talk about Z? I feel as if--”

“No. Not now, my love. I know you want to get it off your chest. There will be time. I already know what is in both of your hearts.”

“But I love you. It’s… I’ve never felt this way about another woman, but then Z and I--”

“Shhh… Later.” Eve looked at me, and she pursed her lips. “Or you will make me mad.”

“Ohhh,” I said with a sigh.

“My love, you should see your face. I am coming to understand a bit more of Z’s sassy humor. That was a joke.” Eve let out a light laugh, and I couldn’t help but chuckle a bit.

The swarm of drones floated inside of the lobby, and part of the group followed us down through the hallway and into the waiting elevator. Eve pressed one of the buttons, but I had trouble reading the numbers.

The ride seemed to take forever, or maybe it just felt that way because I was fighting against overwhelming exhaustion. I heard the doors chime open, and Eve pulled my arm over her slender shoulders again. Then I forced my eyelids apart and saw we were in the command center under the security station.

“No. Fucking shit, Pierre! They have planted explosives in your building! You need to find them. They’ve probably put sixteen. That was what they did to mine.” I heard Juliette shouting, and I looked up to the raised platform in the center of the room. She was speaking into a microphone and gesturing wildly in the air. “Half of Parliament has been bought by Nebula Gammon. They are going to invade in less than an hour.” The policewoman paused, and I saw her beckon Eve and me to come up and sit next to her. “I know that because I’ve got the fucking bombs right here you dumb piece of shit. Are you a fucking traitor? I guess you are. No wait, you probably aren’t because you are sitting in the damn building and the bomb is going to go off in fifteen.”

I could hear the muffled voice of the man who Juliette talked to. He sounded outraged and I heard him shouting curse words back at the redhead.

“Hey,” Juliette said. “Here’s an idea. Go poke that ugly head of yours out of your office and walk around the hallways. Just go out for half a minute. You are going to see that almost no one is in the station. Where are they? They know about the bombs and they all fucking left. Go do it. I’ll hold.” Juliette moved her hand over her microphone and then turned to Eve and I. “This is the last one. I’ve talked to all the others. I don’t know how many I’ve convinced. I think two or three will ignore me.”

“That’s where I come in!” I heard Z shout from behind us, and I turned to see the blonde hacker climbing out of a shaft in the ground. She was wearing a skin-tight flight suit, and the lights on the side of her belt were lit. My friend also had a bunch of tools in her belt, and she carried a keyboard on her shoulder. “I think I re-wired the main frame. We should be good to go.”

“Rewired?” I asked, and the word rolled off my tongue like three-year-old molasses.

“Yeah. Like Red said, two or three security stations will probably go. To mitigate the damage, I routed their manual and auto turret controls to this control center.” Z gestured around the room, and on cue, all of the hundred or so terminal monitors turned on.

“Excellent,” Eve said. “Does this mean you two are getting along?”

“Fuck no!” both women said at the same time, but then Juliette raised her hand off the microphone.

“Yeah, Pierre. I told you so. You’ve got ten minutes to find those bombs or get out. Who is the member of Parliament auditing you today?” She paused for a few seconds and then nodded. “Well, she’s obviously not in on it since she’s standing in your office right now. Protect her with your life. We’ll need her help to burn out the rats. I’m gonna go. You can figure out the rest.” Juliette pushed a button on her terminal and then leaned back in her chair. “There isn’t much more we can do until the bombs go off. Then we’ll know what stations we’ve lost and where our blind spots will be in our defenses.”

“Like I said, everything is routed through our mainframe,” Z said with a shrug. “We’ll be fine, even if the other stations get destroyed.”

“I highly doubt we are going to be fine, Blondie,” Juliette said. “I don’t think any of the auto turrets on Queen’s Hat have ever been used. Let alone the manual stations. These guns might not work, even if your little trick does.”

“Yeah, so let’s just sit on our thumbs and fucking spin. That’s your plan?” Z growled up at the other woman.

“No. I’m just saying now’s not the time to be optimistic,” Juliette replied.

“Optimistic? Oh. My. Fucking. Shit. Please, bitch. I’m never optimistic!” Z shouted as she pointed at me. “You can ask Eve and Adam. I’m constantly a downer. I pretty much think we are going to die every other hour.”

“We aren’t going to die. Calm the fuck down. The worst that will happen is we get invaded by Nebula Gammon and become enslaved,” Juliette said.

“Ugh! I can’t talk to you anymore.” Z rolled her eyes and stomped over to one of the nearest terminals to where she exited the floor passage. “I’m going to turn on the auto-defenses and see if they fire up. Did you close down all the harbors?”

“I told you that I did five minutes ago!” Juliette yelled back at Z. “Do you not even listen to me when I talk to you? I can’t believe you can even remember to breathe. Are you a natural blonde? Or do you just dye your hair that color to lower everyone else’s expectations?”

“I am double checking because once I flip these cannons on, they might start shooting anything out there. I did hear you, and yes, this is my natural color. Unlike yours.”

“This is my color, Blondie.”

“Except for all the gray you dye out!”

“I don’t have any gray. You’re so full of--”

“I think they like each other,” Eve whispered to me with a smile while the other two women continued to bicker.

“You are joking with me again.” I half-smiled at the dark beauty, and she smiled in return.

Then the alarm sirens shrieked an urgent scream.

“Looks like Stations C, E, and F are offline!” Juliette groaned after she pounded her fingers across the terminal where she sat. “Those dumb fucks.”

“Or they were traitors,” I said as I tried to focus my vision on the terminal in front of me. The monitor was just displaying an image of empty space, but there was an icon that read Cannon B334.

“I’ve got control of the cannons from C and E, but F’s are offline,” Z called out. “I’m going to see if I can force them to restart.”

“You’ve gotta hurry. They could be here any--”

Juliette gasped and pointed at the large screen at the bottom of the control center. Ships were streaking out of hyperspace as if we were watching them being painted in a video played in reverse.

There were a lot of them.

“Shit,” Z, Juliette, and I said at the same time. I started to count, but I lost track at thirty when they began to angle across space toward us.

“Scanners say forty-five vessels. Six are mini-carrier class. Ten are battleship class. The-- fuck it. There are just too many.”

“But they don’t expect us to fire back,” I said as I felt a surge of energy course through my exhausted body. Nebula Gammon wasn’t fucking around. I guessed that each of the carriers would be filled with at least five hundred soldiers. The battleships would have another two hundred and fifty to three-hundred. They would probably have over seven thousand troops ready to conquer Queen’s Hat. It didn’t sound like enough when I took into account the two million people that were living in the station, but there would be plenty of traitor security members to help the invaders, and all the loyal men and women would have been killed in the explosions.

“They are approaching from the E and F side. Damn it!” Z shouted, and I turned to see her smacking her fingers on her terminal. She had plugged her head into the computer, but I’d seen her work enough to know that she also liked typing.

“Fix it!” Juliette yelled.

“I’m trying. The auto system over there isn’t rebooting. I wonder if these fucks know?”

“They just came out of hyperspace. It is probably dumb luck,” Juliette said. “Can you try again?”

“I’m trying, but I think the system over there got destroyed. E’s is still working and we can take over manual controls here.” Z looked up and then gestured to the room full of terminals. “I’ve set them all for F. You can toggle between them by hitting the selection buttons on your terminal. There are only three of us here though. It might not be enough hands on the guns to help.”

“We’ll do what we can,” I said as I looked away from my friend and back down at my monitor. It now said Cannon F983, and I saw crosshairs on the center of the screen.

“Why aren’t the auto cannons firing?” Juliette asked, and the panic was leaking into her voice a bit.

“Out of range still,” Z said.

“Don’t fire until the auto cannons start,” I said. “We don’t want them to turn tail and run before we’ve had a chance to punish them.”

“Aye, Captain,” both Z and Eve said, but Juliette didn’t reply.

We waited and watched the wall of ships crawl closer on the large screen and our smaller targeting monitor.

I felt a cold sweat drip down my back. My breathing got heavy, and my body begged my adrenaline to let me sleep.

We waited, and then we all gasped when the first salvo of green plasma fire erupted across the screen and smashed into the bow of the lead destroyer class vessel.

“Fire,” I said, and we all squeezed the triggers.

Our shots targeted the lead ship in the armada, and it turned into a lime-green pool of energy when our combined balls of plasma slammed into it. I called for the ship to its right, a mini-carrier from the looks of it, and we all focused our fire in that direction. This ship took fifteen seconds of salvo fire from the massive station cannons, but then it began to melt and fold in on itself like a piece of cheese left in the microwave for too long.

“They are shooting back!” Z shouted out the obvious as the Nebula Gammon fleet launched their own plasma fire. Their shots were a sickly yellow color, and the seemingly endless spray of globes grew larger on my screen.

“Next carrier!” I shouted as I aimed my crosshairs at one of the larger ships to the left of the melting ones. The three women followed my order, but we only got a few seconds of shots before the enemy plasma hit us.

“My gun is down!” I gasped when my screen went dark.

“Mine too!” Juliette shouted from her terminal.

“Toggle it with the switch!” Z called out. “There should be others that are working.”

“Got it,” I said after I flipped the screen through a few more slots. The third pick gave me another gun, and I started shooting again.

The third vessel we targeted seemed to lose its floating buoyancy. The nose of the massive carrier pointed downward away from us, and then it erupted in a froth of green lava. The yellow plasma shots from the rest of the fleet hadn’t stopped though, and my gun went down a few moments later.

“Shit!” I growled as I toggled over to the next gun. There was still automatic fire from Districts G and E, but the plasma fire from those locations didn’t look to be coordinated on one target in the enemy fleet. It was as if each of the guns picked their own target. We were going to need some focus fire to eliminate Nebula Gammon’s offense.

“Switching guns,” Eve said calmly from her station next to me. Then mine went out.

“Z, the auto turrets aren’t focusing fire,” I yelled over my shoulder.

“I know!”

“Can you reprogram them?”

“You want me doing that or manually shooting? It might take me thirty minutes to fix it, and we are losing our guns way faster than these fucks are losing ships!”

“Damn it!” I growled as another salvo of enemy fire took out the gun I was controlling. We had eliminated another battleship, but we really needed eighty more people sitting in each of these terminals manning the guns. If we could focus fire, Nebula Gammon’s fleet would have been decimated by now.

“Switching guns, how many more are online?” Juliette shouted at Z.

“Uhhh. Twenty heavies and forty-seven lights. At this rate, they’ll take out all the cannons on District F in another four minutes.”

“Shoot at the next mini-carrier on the left!” I ordered, and a stream of plasma balls came from my screen and drifted toward the next large vessel.

“They are launching drones!” Z shouted, and the big display up top showed hundreds of mini fighters pouring out of each armada ship. The screen was filled with them, and my heart sunk into my stomach.

“Does Queen’s Hat have drones?” I asked as the tidal wave of flying robots flew toward us. Each of my shots was destroying them, but it was like trying to annihilate drywall with a thin screwdriver.

“Used to have a few thousand,” Juliette said with a sigh. “They were looted and sold on the black market when Nebula Gamma was first kicked out. All we have are the cannons.”

“Focus on the main ships!” a new voice shouted through the command center. We spun around with surprise and saw one of the twin blonde women sitting down at terminals near us. “If they are destroyed, the drones will stop.”

“About time you ladies showed up,” Z said with a chuckle.

“I will try and reprogram the auto cannons to focus fire,” one of the women said as she passed the terminals and descended into the tunnel where I guessed the mainframe was. “If I can’t do that, I’ll try and spin Queen’s Hat so we can bring more guns to bear.”

“Good idea!” Z shouted. “Thanks!”

“Take out another carrier!” I shouted as I blew a hole in the wall of drones and punched my shots toward the distant vessel. It was apparent that there was someone else on the guns now, and another stream of plasma fire meant this ship only took ten seconds to eliminate. As soon as the carrier began to turn more lava than ship, I noticed a wave of drones stop their flight and start to listlessly drift through space.

“It’s working! Next carrier!” I shouted, but I knew we’d only be able to take out one more ship before the drones would reach us.

Then they would quickly destroy most of our cannons.

“Switching guns,” Eve said as she pressed the buttons on her terminal.

My own cannon went down, and I toggled to the next one as soon as I could. The panic was keeping me awake, but the pain in my head was growing with each gun Nebula Gammon destroyed. There were still too many ships left, and I didn’t need Z to tell me we were almost out of weapons.

“Carrier down,” I said as another one of the Nebula Gammon ships began to melt. More drones stopped their flight, but then they swarmed the cannons like angry wasps, and I only got a few more shots out before my gun went down.

“Shit!” Juliette shouted, and I heard her slam her hand on the top of her desk. “Fuckers! Damn it!”

“We’ll have to fight them on the streets,” I said with a sigh. I didn’t even know if I could get out of the chair. My legs didn’t want to work, and I didn’t think there was any way I could shift back into my tiger-man shape.

“No. We are done. They’ll have too many--”

Our screens suddenly illuminated, and I saw a new crosshair on my terminal.

Cannons G and E.

“Did that do it?” I heard one of the twins call out from the tunnel in the floor.

“Yes!” the other sister shouted.

“What did she--” I started to say, but my words were interrupted when I saw a torrential stream of plasma fire pour across the screen and slam into one of the distant ships. The vessel almost instantly came apart, but not before it tilted into a neighboring ship.

“All the auto turrets are now run through the manual controls. They will take the targets you aim.”

“Fuck yeah!” Z shouted and another spray of coordinated plasma emerged from the right of my screen, torched a hundred drones, and then drilled a fiery hole into the flank of a battleship.

“Thank you, Paula?” I asked the woman climbing out of the shaft.

“Yes.” She smiled at me and then moved to take the terminal seat next to Z.

“Fire at will then,” I said. There was almost no need to coordinate attacks anymore. The drones were still taking out our cannons, but each time I pulled the trigger for a few seconds, another barrage of plasma melted another ship. Then more drones stopped working, they took out fewer guns, and it soon felt as if we were hitting them harder than they were hitting us.

“They are turning!” Juliette shouted.

“Fuck yeah! Suck it you pieces of shit!” Z whooped, and a half smile came to my lips. Nebula Gammon still had half of their fleet left, but all of their mini-carriers were gone, and there was one battleship. The rest looked to be cruiser or destroyer class.

As I tried to do a count, one of the ships stretched like a pulled rubber band and then disappeared from my screen. Then another escaped to hyperdrive. The rest of the fleet followed a few seconds later, and all the drones stopped their attack.

“Yesssss!” the six of us shouted as soon as it became clear that we won.

“I can’t believe we took them out,” Z said. “They had an ass load of ships.”

“We can overcome great odds, as long as we work together,” Eve said.

“Our work isn’t done.” Juliette stood. “We need to go arrest Congressman Baccala and his wife. Then we need to find out who the other traitors are and arrest them. It’s going to be another two days of--”

“You keep saying ‘we’ as if you are including us in this,” Z said.

“Of course, you are all deputized, and have a duty to--”

“Wait,” I said, and Juliette stopped talking. “If Z and Eve wish to help you, that is fine, but I need to sleep.” It felt as if I couldn’t even force the words out of my mouth anymore. I was so fucking tired.

“It is true, Adam must rest,” Eve confirmed.

“No. You can sleep later. I need you too--” she started to say, but I was already leaning against the back of the chair.

Then I was asleep.
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Zeta Hack - Chapter 20

I woke up in a hospital bed.

At first, I thought it was my own room on Persephone, but a quick blink of my eyes confirmed that I was in the same room where I first met Juliette. It even smelled faintly of the policewoman’s cigarette smoke, and I wondered if she had recently been in the room.

“You are awake,” Eve said, and I turned my head to find her sitting next to my bed. She was still wearing her tight gray and black banded jumpsuit, but I didn’t see any blood on the garment or smell it on her.

“How long have I been sleeping?” I had another IV drip in my arm, and I saw a few empty bags on the hanger.

“Eight days,” Eve replied with a smile.

“Eight days? Fuck.” I sat up and wiped a greasy palm over my face. “What about the station?”

“After you slept, Z, Juliette, and I paid a visit to Izetta and Carlos Baccala. I was able to get a list of parliament members and security captains they were working with. The trial was yesterday, and they were all found guilty by the judges.”

“They move fast around here,” I said with a chuckle. When I had been arrested on Ganymede, it took a good six months to go to trial.

“Yes. They have already been executed.”

“Damn. I imagine Juliette threw them out of the airlock herself.”

“I am unsure, but I wouldn’t be surprised.” Eve smiled, and we stared at each other for a few moments in silence.

“I missed you,” I said. “I asked Juliette to release you. I didn’t want either you or Z to be in prison, but I know you’ve spent you--”

“Do not worry. It is not your fault, nor is it Commander Larns. Her background drove her actions, and I have already forgiven her.”

“You’ve talked to her?” I asked.

“Yes, for many hours. She understands our mission and has helped us purchase food we can deliver back to Jatal and his people. If they are still alive.”

“Yeah. We’ll still need to hire a crew. I imagine the station is in a bit of chaos because of the attack.” I pulled the needle out of my arm and almost immediately felt tired again. “We need to get the warpdrive fixed so that--”

“It is fixed,” she said with a pleased smile. “Kasta and Paula were able to determine what was wrong. The power couplings connecting the hyperdrive and warpdrive were disconnected. The engine wasn’t calibrated correctly, but they were able to read the manual and correct it.”

“How about the foldingdrive?” I asked.

“They haven’t found the room where it is located, but they were able to get the control terminal functioning again. They told us it didn’t work because the warp engine was off-line.”

“Damn, that’s great. I told Byron I’d take them on as crew,” I said.

“I know. They have already moved their possessions onboard Persephone. She enjoys having them with her. The twins will be wonderful additions. They believe in our mission, and can help us maintain the drones and engines.”

“You all have been busy while I slept.” I let out a light laugh and then pushed the sheets off me. I was naked underneath, and Eve pointed to a neatly folded Persephone jumpsuit.

“So we still need a pilot, navigator, cook, and probably twenty other people on the crew. How much money do we have left? Have you tried to hire anyone?” I asked.

“We still have sixty thousand. The twins paid for some of our supplies and gave us a few dozen kilograms of rhodium dust to pay for their passage.”

“Damn,” I said with a dry laugh. “Those are the kind of crew members we need to hire; the ones that pay us to be on board and work.”

“Yes, but their circumstances are unusual. We put out a call for crew, but the damage to the station has created an overwhelming demand for workers, and no one has answered our inquiry.”

“Alright. Let’s hope someone will apply before we have Persephone loaded up and ready to go,” I said as I put on my tight jumpsuit. I still felt kind of naked when I wore the garment, but it at least had padding over my crotch. I didn’t see the pistols or the double magazine shotgun in the room, so I guessed that they were either on Persephone, or back in Juliette’s armory.

“It is already done, Adam. We are fully loaded with food and various survival equipment for Jatal’s people. Persephone’s water and food reserves are filled. The engines are tuned and ready to go. We just need to convert our remaining R-credits into rhodium, and then we can depart.”

“Great,” I said as I reached for the door handle, but then I stopped and turned around to face the beautiful vampire woman.

“We should talk about Z first,” I said with a deep breath. “Now is a good time.”

“Yes.” Eve’s smile seemed to fade from her face. “I understand why you are upset, but you need not be.”

“I feel as if I have betrayed you.”

“I do not.” She shrugged.

“And that sounds strange to me. I know you spoke about--”

“Adam,” she interrupted me. “When I was alone in the glass tube, my only company was my own thoughts and prayers. I’ve told you before that I wished for freedom. I wished for love. I wished for friends. I promised I would give of myself if I could have them. Now I do. I am honored by your love, and I know it is real because I can feel your thoughts as my own. I feel them so strongly; it is hard to tell where yours end and mine begin. I also love Z, and the thought of you two being together makes me happy.”

“I’m sorry,” I said as I brought my fingers up to rub my temples. “I heard the words coming out of your mouth, but it doesn’t make any sense to me. Are you saying that you love, like love Z? I am confused.”

“I have been alone for so long.” Eve shrugged and smiled once more. “Now I am surrounded by extraordinary people who have sworn to help those in need. I love them. I take pleasure in their company. I would like to experience all the joy I can with them. I care not about ancient rules or gender roles. You are a strong and honorable man. You will draw others to you. Why would I fault another woman for feeling how I feel about you? Especially if I find them attractive in mind, body, and soul?”

“It sounds like you are saying you are fine with me taking you and Z as lovers.” The words came out of my mouth before I could really think them through. I was a man, and men did tend to misunderstand women frequently. My question might anger Eve.

I’d seen Eve get angry.

“Z and I have spoken, and I told her my feelings. It has made her uncomfortable so we will leave it at that.” The vampire stepped closer to me, and we wrapped our arms around each other. “I want to be respectful of her feelings. That is why I did not want us to become lovers while we were in hyperdrive.”

“I know,” I said.

“We have only been together for a month. I know your soul, and you know mine. Z will need time. She might not be comfortable, but that is her decision now. She does understand this is not a competition for your love.”

“That still doesn’t tell me how I’m supposed to feel,” I said with a laugh.

“Who am I to tell you who you should love or not? Perhaps I have an advantage over most women since I can see how bright your passion burns for me.”

I considered Eve’s words and then pulled her away from my chest so I could look at her beautiful face again. She knew what I thought before I could speak it, but I said the words, anyway.

“What you are saying doesn’t sound fair to you or Z. If you told me you loved another man, I would be filled with jealousy. Yet I have feelings for both of you. You tell me you are okay with it. Fuck, you are telling me you like this, but I don’t because I know I wouldn’t be as open about it as you. Perhaps that is what really bothers me.”

“I understand,” Eve said with a nod. “I will not tell you I will never love another man. That is not fair to either of us, but I can tell your heart and soul are pure, and the way you feel about me brings me incredible joy. If you asked me right now to be yours forever, and no other man’s, I would say yes without a second of hesitation. Even if you took other women into our bed.”

“No,” I said with a sigh. “Eve, you don’t know any better.”

“Oh?” She raised an eyebrow.

“You are saying this, but you don’t have experience with--”

“I know your heart. I know Z’s, but neither of you know mine. I should be angry because you do not trust that I speak the truth, but I am more frustrated because you do not have my ability to read thoughts. I can understand you might think I do not realize what I am committing to, but I do. I have met plenty of men. I have peered into their minds when they look at me. Some are good. Some are evil. None I love but you. I know what I am asking of you.”

“I am sorry, Eve,” I said with a sigh. “This is such a strange conversation. Loving both of you feels as if I am cheating. I feel guilty.”

“I understand. Perhaps you will become more comfortable with the idea. Nothing has to happen right now, or tomorrow, or anytime actually. All that is left for us is the consummation of our desires, but we all know of each other’s emotions.”

“Consummation? Did you use that word with Z?” I couldn’t help but laugh.

“Oh yes.” Eve laughed. “She was incredibly uncomfortable, but we needed to speak of it. I do not want to do anything without her approval.”

“Her approval?” I asked. “What do you mean?”

“She cares for you like I do, but like you, she does not trust in my words.”

“It’s not that I don’t trust you, it’s that--”

“I understand,” she said as she raised her hand away from my chest to silence me. “We need more time. It will evolve our relationship one direction or the other. I do not want to hurt her. Or Kasta and Paula.”

“Kasta and Paula? What do they have to do with anything?” I asked. I couldn’t imagine that the strange twins gave a shit about who I was or wasn’t having sex with on the ship.

Eve smiled at me and then pointed to the door. “We should be going. It has been twenty-seven days since we left Jatal and his people. They are probably close to the end of their food supply.”

“If they are alive,” I said with a sigh. “Elaka Nota could have destroyed their moon like they did to C-ii.”

“We will pray for the best. If the miners are alive, they will be in desperate need of the supplies we bring them, and now that our warpdrive is working, it will only take us twenty-six minutes to get there.”

“Much better than seventeen days,” I said, and then I opened the door of the room so the dark beauty could walk out into the security station.

The hallway was filled with uniformed cops, armored security workers, and people in hospital scrubs. Eve got a few hungry glances from the men that we passed, and I got a few nods, but no one stopped us from walking out of the station.

“Hey!” I heard a shout behind us as soon as we walked out of the complex gate, and we both turned around. Juliette was wearing her tight uniform again, and her red hair was tied up in a nest of braids. “You leaving without saying goodbye?”

“Sorry. I thought you were busy,” I said as the commander's fierce green eyes met mine.

“Well, I’m not,” she said, but I saw two men wearing uniforms following behind her with datapads. The pair looked like they hadn’t slept in three days, but Juliette looked wide awake.

“You sure?” I gave her a smirk.

“This shit can wait,” she said as she pointed a thumb back to her assistants. “Are you heading back to Gliese 876?”

“Yeah.”

“What if those assholes from El Ka Note are waiting?”

“Elaka Nota,” I corrected. “If there are only a few ships. We’ll fight. If there are more, we’ll run. Eve told you?”

“Yep,” the police commander turned to Eve and smiled. “We talked for a while. Did you find a pilot?”

“No,” Eve said.

“Damn. You gonna let Blondie fly then?”

“That’s the plan. She’s done a great job so--”

“She’s terrible, and you can tell her I said that.”

“She’s my friend, and she makes it work,” I said as I stared into Juliette’s green eyes.

“Fine, but let me make you another offer.” The woman crossed her arms and then seemed to remember she had the two assistants behind her. “Go back inside,” she said to them, and they both retreated back into the station.

“So look, I’ve got mountains of paperwork and the whole rebuilding of the security force. Might take me a month, two at the most. Why don’t you wait around? If you haven’t found a pilot by then, I’ll go with you.”

“What do you mean by that?” I asked.

“What do you mean, what do I mean?” The redhead rolled her eyes in a movement that looked just like something Z would do. “I’ll go with you. You’ll need a skilled pilot. Blondie needs to stick with computers and shaving her head.”

“You’d join us as crew?” I hadn’t expected Juliette to ask, and I didn’t know if she was going to be a good fit. The woman could obviously get shit done since she commanded the police force, but I wouldn’t have thought she would want to give up a career to join us.

“I talked to Eve,” Juliette said as she pointed to the dark-haired woman. “I’m helping here, but I miss the stars. I miss being at the controls. Flying your ship really got me back in the mood.” The woman sighed a bit. “I think about my family a lot.” Juliette looked at Eve and then smiled. “You were right. I’m like this because I blame myself. I’m fucked up, but I want justice for people that the universe forgot about. You guys are like a drop of water fighting against a burning planet, but it’s more than I can do here. I’m tied up by the laws of this place.”

“I don’t think you and Z will get along,” I said.

“We’ll be fine. She’s just mad because I keep making passes at you,” Juliette winked at me. “Also, I thought you were the captain?”

“I’ll need to run it by her. I want everyone’s feedback.” I looked at Eve, and the vampire smiled.

“I would be pleased for Miss Larns to join us,” Eve said. Her words were telling since I knew my friend could read Juliette’s mind. If the redhead was not a good person, Eve wouldn’t have wanted her to join us.

“You can call me Juliette. It’s fine.”

“Very well, but we cannot wait a few months. The people on Gliese 876 - B - iv need our help.” Eve frowned. “We will have to go ahead without you.”

“Damn. That is unfortunate. The offer still stands though. I think you are making a mistake going back without a proper pilot, but I can understand being in a hurry. If you come back in a few months, things will have died down around here, and I’ll go with you.”

“I’ll think about it,” I said as I extended my hand.

“You better. Fuck, I got all excited about the idea. I’m disappointed now.” Juliette clasped my hand, and she didn’t let go for a few moments.

“Sometimes the timing is wrong.” I knew we could use Juliette. Hell, we just needed bodies on Persephone, but Eve was right. We couldn’t wait around for two months. “We have to deliver these supplies and then visit another planet. Maybe after?”

“I’ll hold you to it,” she said. “Thank you, both.” For a half second, Juliette’s face seemed to crack, and her apathetic manner dissolved. “I wasn’t nice to either of you, and you still helped me. I guess that is another reason I want to go with you. It’s been awhile since I’ve had friends. Even Blondie isn’t that bad.”

“We will come back,” Eve said.

“Promise?” The redhead cracked a smile, and Eve nodded.

“There,” Juliette said as she looked at me. “Both you and your sexy girlfriend have made a commitment. It’s a done deal.” She finally let go of my hand after she spoke, and her fingers traced along my palm.

“You are brash,” Eve said with a light laugh, and Juliette smirked at her.

“I can try, huh? You haven’t clawed my eyes out yet.”

“Perhaps I like you too much.” Eve shrugged, and Juliette was now the one laughing.

“I’ll see you in two months, or sooner. Tell Blondie to fly fast, okay?”

“Will do,” I said.

Our eyes met again, and it looked as if she was about to say something, but then she pivoted in place and walked back into her station.

“Let’s get going,” I said to Eve, and she nodded.

“I like her,” Eve said after we had walked for half a minute down the street.

“I can tell,” I said.

“It is nice to meet others who are as we are. Kasta and Paula are also good fits. I am blessed. In just a month I have gone from alone, cold, and hungry, to being loved by an amazing man, surrounded by wonderful people, and well fed. My imagination couldn’t dream a life this amazing.

“And don’t forget Persephone.” I said as we boarded the train tube heading toward the harbor. The scene in the map room played through my mind again, and I thought about what we would find in the city Persephone wanted us to visit.

“Oh no,” Eve said with another laugh. “I could never forget her.” Eve’s red eyes suddenly opened wide, and she looked at me. “She told you where to go?”

“Yeah,” I said “I’m not sure what we are supposed to do there, but I think we should investigate. What do you make of it?”

“Yes,” Eve closed her eyes. “She knows our mission. She will help us when she can.”

“If you say so,” I said as the tube doors closed, and we began to speed toward the harbor. “You seem to be able to communicate with her.”

“No, Adam.” Eve’s red eyes seemed to bore into mine. “She only communicates with you.”
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Zeta Hack - Chapter 21

The trip back to Persephone only took a few minutes. Eve had been correct when she said that we were ready to go. Z was actually sitting in the pilot’s seat and explaining the controls to the twins when we got to the bridge. An hour later she showed them how to plot a warpdrive route back to Gliese 876 B, and then I had her plot a second hyperdrive course to planet Y-114a; in case Gliese 876 - B was infested with Elaka Nota ships.

Z hadn’t asked me about the new destination, but she’d been a bit too busy stealing glances at Eve and me while she blushed profusely.

When we’d gotten settled on the bridge, I thanked Kasta and Paula for joining the crew and told Z to engage the warpdrives.

Then we waited in silence for twenty-five minutes while Persephone’s displays showed us a streaking universe.

“Captain, we are dropping from warp space in thirty seconds,” Z said at last. “We’ll be on the back side of Gliese 876 - B.”

“Prepare for battle,” I said as I buckled my harness over my chest.

“I’m ready!” Z said.

“As am I,” Eve said from her copilot seat.

“We are ready with plasma,” one of the twins, Kasta I thought, said from the gunner terminals behind me.

“And drones,” Paula said from her chair next to her sister. Both of them were wearing Persephone’s tight fitting flight suits, and for half a moment, I wondered how in the hell I ended up on an experimental military starship filled with beautiful women.

“Counting down from five, four, three, two, one! Exiting warp space!” Z shouted as Persephone's screen turned static for half a second. Then the massive display was filled with the purple globe of Gliese 876 - B.

“Nothing on scanners, Captain,” Eve said, and I marveled again at how she always sounded calm. My heart was racing with the thought of exiting warp space in the middle of an Elaka Nota armada.

I spun in my chair to glance back at our positioning on the holographic map. I already knew where we would have come out in relation to Jatal’s moon, but looking at the image helped me plot our next steps easier.

“Turn to port three degrees and proceed forward on sixty percent thrusters.”

“Aye, Captain,” Z replied, and I saw the view shift a bit as Z turned Persephone to the left.

“How long until we see the fourth moon?” I asked.

“Fifteen seconds, Captain,” Eve replied.

“Fuck. Please be there,” Z said under her breath, and we all waited in silence as Persephone blasted around the orbit of the large purple planet.

Then the fourth moon spun into view.

“Yes!” Z shouted, but then Persephone’s alarm sounded, and the display zoomed in around the orbit of Jatal’s moon. There were two starships there, now outlined in red, and the scanners began to stream information down the side of the wall.

Husky Class Battlecruiser: ENB-87876-112-222

Manufactured by: Elaka Nota Corporation: Trappist-1e

Branding: Elaka Nota Corporation 3rd Fleet 2nd Array

Hyperdrive: Adjacent Twin - EN 55 - 8987 (Port side)/ EN 55 - 8988 (Starboard side). 28 hours to 1 light year

Warpdrive: No

Foldingdrive: No

Length: 260 meters

Minimum Crew: 78

Estimated fighter craft: 12

Estimated drone payload: 38

Heavy plasma cannons: 10

Light plasma guns: 14

Laser arrays: 4

Terrier Class Destroyer: HCW-12145-342-212

Manufactured by: Elaka Nota Corporation: Trappist-1e

Branding: Elaka Nota Corporation 3rd Fleet 2nd Array

Hyperdrive: EN - 8300TALLEY- 35 hours to 1 light year

Warpdrive: No

Foldingdrive: No

Length: 95 meters

Estimated Crew: 35

Estimated fighter craft: 4

Estimated drone payload: 10

Heavy plasma cannons: 4

Light plasma guns: 4

Laser arrays: 4

“That battlecruiser is vicious looking.” Z whistled as the screen zoomed in on the ship. The sides were painted black with bright white side striping. The front of it actually had teeth painted on it to make it seem as if it was opening its jaws.

“We’ll take out the smaller one first,” I said. “Can you plot a hyperdrive course on the Z axis above them?”

“Uhhh. We aren’t going to run?” Z asked. “That big one looks like he can eat us for din--”

“No,” I said. “There are only two of them. Jatal’s people need us. We aren’t going to back down. Can you plot the course?”

“Yeah. Hold on and I’ll--”

“Captain, I have done it,” Kasta said from behind me, and both Z and I turned to look at her.

“You did it?”

“Yes, Captain. I just fed it into Z’s control terminal. She can engage it when she wants to. Maybe we should wait for them to launch their drones and fighters? Then we can catch them after they have--”

“How did you do it so fast?” Z asked.

“I’m good with math,” the woman shrugged and then smiled.

“Great,” I said as I turned back to face Z. “Wait until they launch drones and fighters, then we’ll spring on them from above. Weapons locked on the destroyer first. It will go down quicker. Let us know when you are ready.”

“I’m good at math also,” Z huffed. “I’m just not an android.”

“I’m Paula,” the twin that I thought was Kasta said.

“I’m Kasta,” the other twin said as she smiled and waved at Z.

“Okay, you both need to wear different colored hair bands or something.”

“It’s more fun this way,” they both said in unison.

“It’s not fun when we are about to fucking die!” the hacker moaned.

“They are launching their drones and trying to open communication with us,” Eve said, and Z turned back to the screen.

“I’m not interested in talking to them. Wait for my signal before you engage hyperdrives,” I said.

“Aye, Captain,” Z said as she rested her hands on the controls.

“They are making another attempt at contacting us,” Eve commented as the drones and fighters loomed closer on our screen. Persephone was updating her scanners with their count, and the red text showed that both Elaka Nota ships had launched all of their craft.

“What happens if we hyperdrive on top of them and then they hyperdrive away?” Z said breathlessly.

“Then we’ll chase them,” I said, and I realized our reaction might be exactly what the captains of the two Elaka Nota ships were waiting for. We hadn’t launched any fighters or drones so they might expect for us to try to warpdrive at their flank. But they might just think we were a bunch of criminals that got lucky with the theft of Persephone. They might have thought we’d try to run.

“Engage hyperdrives,” I said as soon as I saw the first line of fighters shoot their plasma cannons.

“Engaging hyperdrive!” Z said. The stars shifted for a blink of an eyelid and then Z pushed on the controls. Persephone dove like a bird of prey, and the screen feed said we were only five hundred meters from the top of the destroyer.

“Fire!” I ordered.

“Firing!” the four women shouted in unison, and a stream of red laser beams and darker red plasma balls slammed into the top of the smaller vessel.

The green shots from the Queen’s Hat’s heavy plasma cannons did some serious damage against the Nebula Gammon vessels, but it took fifteen or so seconds worth of coordinated blasts to cause a ship to melt. I’d expected that we would need to make a few sweeping passes across the destroyer before we took care of the enemy vessel with Persephone's cannons, but my expectations turned out to be very incorrect.

The destroyer practically melted as soon as the first dark red shots of plasma hit its hull.

“Ahhhhh!” Z screeched as she pulled up on the controls and angled Persephone away from the melting mass. For half a moment, it seemed as if we were going to plow into it, but the blonde hacker had pulled up just in time, and we missed the top part of the destroyer by about twenty meters.

“Z, angle twenty degrees to starboard and pitch down ten degrees.”

“Shitttttt!” the hacker said as green plasma fire flew across our screen. It looked as if it missed us by a few hundred meters, but Z followed my orders to aim us adjacent to the battlecruiser.

“Starboard cannons. Fire!”

“Firing!” Kasta, Paula, and Eve shouted, and I rotated in my chair to peer at the twins’ screens.

The battlecruiser was unleashing a salvo of green plasma streaks, but they looked to be half a moment behind where we were flying.

“Faster, Z!” I shouted.

“Okayyyyyyyy!” she cried, and I saw the green balls of energy drop farther behind us.

Our plasma balls did find their mark.

The first salvo hit the battlecruiser right in the painted teeth at the bow. I guessed the front of the ship would instantly fold and melt around the red balls, but a blue wave of energy appeared around the front of the vessel, and our shots didn’t appear to do any damage to the metal.

“It appears to have some sort of shield,” Kasta said.

“That is very rude,” Paula sighed.

“Keep shooting. We’ll punch through it,” I said to them, and then I turned to the front of the bridge where the hacker and vampire sat. “Z, ten degrees more starboard, pitch back up fifteen degrees.”

“You want to get closer?” she asked with a panicked voice.

“Do it!” I said as I unbuckled myself from the captain’s chair.

“What are you--” Z started to ask.

“Going to man a gun,” I said as I sprinted toward the seat next to the twins. “Kasta and Paula, one of you get on drones. If the cannons can’t punch through the shield, we are going to need to try and take out their guns before their own drones and fighters return.”

“Aye, Captain. I’m on drones,” Kasta said, and her fingers began to dance across the terminal controls as if she had done this a thousand times.

I toggled through my own controls to find a gun I could control. Persephone only had three heavy plasma cannons. Two were mounted on her shoulders in the front, and one at her tail. I could only take control of the front port cannon, so I knew Paula and Eve were controlling the starboard and tail cannons. The port wouldn’t be able to get a clean shot unless I told Z to roll Persephone, so instead I toggled to one of the five lighter plasma guns that were on the starboard side. These guns unleashed thick beams of plasma which looked somewhat like a laser. They could also cause the heavier plasma balls to explode if I could get a hit on them.

Maybe that would take out the battlecruisers shield.

“Paula, aim for the back joint of the painted mouth,” I called to her.

“I’ll try,” she said, and I saw her next few shots angle toward the enemy vessel’s painted maw.

“Fuck!” I growled as I missed hitting the ball. Both of our projectiles hit the battlecruiser's shields and didn’t seem to do any damage.

“Drones are closing within two kilometers,” Kasta said. “Do you want me to attack the cruiser or battle the drones?”

“The drones,” I replied. “Paula, keep firing on the painted mouth!”

“Trying!” she gasped as Persephone rocked a bit.

“We got hit!” Z shouted.

“How’s damage?” I called back as I tried to focus on punching my shot through the plasma ball Paula launched. The timing needed to be perfect so that I hit it right before the shields ate the damage.

“Fuck if I know, we are still flying! Go! Go! Go! Persephoneeeeeee!”

“Don’t twist the--” I started to shout as Z rolled Persephone, but the hacker’s movement caused my plasma beam to bend down and strike the ball Paula had launched. The timing couldn’t have been more perfect, and the battlecruiser’s shield cast a solid looking barrier before it shattered in a curtain of sparks.

“Shields are down!” I shouted as I saw one of Eve’s plasma balls splatter into the front of the Elaka Nota vessel. The metal folded around the blast and began to bubble.

Then one of Paula’s plasma balls hit it in the same spot, and the massive starship’s front opened like a blooming flower.

“Yes!” we all shouted as the battlecruiser began to glow a dark red. The front of the ship continued to fold backward, and then a half dozen more plasma shots hit it.

The battlecruiser turned a bright shade of crimson, and then the flower shape began to twist and melt.

“Their drones have stopped responding,” Kasta said after she exhaled.

“Did we win?” Paula asked.

“Fuck yeah!” Z shouted. “Yesss! We are alive! Fuck those assholes!” The blonde hacker actually vaulted out of her pilot’s chair and began to dance in the open space between the five raised chairs and the two pilot cockpits.

Eve got out of her chair as well, and the two embraced. Then Z grabbed the dark-haired woman’s hands, and they started dancing together. It was apparent after a few seconds that Eve didn’t, in fact, know how to dance, but neither of them seemed to care, and they both laughed.

“That was a rush,” Kasta said with a big smile as she leaned over to me. “Is this how life is with you, Captain?”

“Hopefully not every day.” I laughed and stood from the seat next to her.

“How about at night?” Paula asked.

“Huh?” I asked, but the two twins just smiled at me coyly.

“Captain, come dance with us!” Z shouted, and I turned to see both of my friends beckon. They each had arms wrapped around each other’s slender waists, and I swallowed the lump that formed in my throat.

“Let’s open communications with Jatal,” I forced myself to say.

“Yes,” Eve said as the smile dropped from her face. “We can celebrate after we finish our mission.”

“Awww. Okay, but I’m dancing with all of you. Even you two geniuses!” Z laughed as she pointed at Kasta and Paula.

“We like parties,” Kasta said, and Paula nodded.

“No party unless we deliver the food,” I said, but Eve had already taken her seat again, and began to work on communicating with Jatal.

“Z put us in orbit around the moon. As soon as Jatal gives us the okay, we’ll land.

“Aye, Captain,” the hacker said after she climbed back into her seat.

I sat back in the captain’s chair, and the twins each sat on either side of me. After a few minutes, Z had placed Persephone in orbit around the moon, and opened a visual scan on the surface below.

“Uhhh. I don’t see anyone in their camp,” Z said as she zoomed Persephone's cameras closer on the last spot we saw Jatal and his people. My friend was correct in her observation. The refugee camp looked completely deserted, and half of the structures looked destroyed.

“No one is answering our communication signal,” Eve said.

“Keep sending,” I ordered, but I felt a chill enter my stomach. Had they run out of food? Had Elaka Nota attacked them? Had another mega corp? The ground in the camp didn’t look as if it had been shelled. The place just looked abandoned.

“Should we go down there and look?” Z turned to me, and I could see the anguish on the pretty woman’s face. I remembered her getting a bit upset that we were giving the Children of Rah all of our food, but then Jatal’s people had hugged her and called her a hero. Z had been changed afterward, and I knew she cared about these people.

“Yeah,” I said with a sigh. “Go ahead and--”

“I’ve got a connection!” Eve hissed.

“On screen.” My heart jumped into my throat, and I almost gave a shout of relief when I saw Jatal’s bright blue eyes.

“Am I happy to see all of you,” the man said with a dry laugh.

“What happened?” I asked.

“Half a day after you left, an armada of starships came here. I feared the worst and got everyone in the caves.” The man sighed and then rubbed a thin hand across his face.

“You’ve been holed up since we left?” Z asked.

“Yeah. Are they still in orbit? We are really low on food and water. We’ve gone through almost everything you left with us. Probably only have a day of rationed calories left. Another week and I don’t know what would have happened. We are all going a bit crazy.”

“The other starships are gone,” I said, “and we brought you a lot of food.”

“A lot of food?” His eyes opened wide, and I could almost see his mouth start to water.

“Can we land?”

“Yes! We’ll come out to meet you up top.” The man cut his feed, and I let out a long sigh of relief.

“Thank the stars,” Eve said.

“Yeah,” Z replied. “Can I take her down, Captain?”

“Yes please.”

Z gave me a fist pump and then grabbed the control sticks. Ten minutes later we were gliding over the surface of the moon. Z set our dark spaceship down in front of the cave where we first landed, and we took the elevator down to the hold. Jatal and a few dozen of his people were waiting for us once we dropped Persephone’s ramp, and I walked down to shake hands with the man.

“Damn. So good to see you,” he said as he threw his arms around my shoulders. I hugged him back and let out a sigh when I felt how thin and frail he was.

“Come look,” I said as I pointed up the ramp into Persephone. The men followed us up, and they let out cries of joy when they saw what we had brought them. The entire hold was filled with storage crates.

“Is all this for us?” Jatal asked.

“Hell yeah!” Z said proudly.

“Is it all food?” he asked and I saw him start to blink.

“Food, water, some extra shelters, blankets, filters, power packs for your equipment. I just bought a bunch of stuff I figured you would need,” Z said as she gestured between the numerous bins. Persephone’s hold was of decent size, and my friends were able to cram thirty-six storage bins of the same volume that Wayne first hired us to deliver.

“This will last us years,” Jatal was crying now, and he wiped his face with the back of his dusty hand.

“We have to unload it first,” I said. “Are your forklifts still working?”

“Yes!” Jatal said. Then he nodded to his men, and they ran down the ramp to find the machines. Once the men had left, he turned back to us and swallowed the lump in his throat.

“I don’t have any more rhodium. I thought we’d be able to get operations going, but when those ships showed up; I guessed it was Alloprize all over.”

“We took care of the ships in orbit,” I said. “You don’t have to worry about them, or paying us back.”

“How? We didn’t give you enough to buy all this,” he said as he gestured to the crates.

“You actually did,” Z said, “but we didn’t spend all of it. This is Kasta and Paula. They donated some money so they could have passage on our ship.” The two women smiled and waved at Jatal.

“Such beautiful angels,” Jatal said as he came down on one knee and took each of their hands in his. The twins were surprised by his gesture and they each giggled.

“It was nothing of consequence,” said the one I thought was Kasta.

“Happy to help,” said Paula. “It appears that you needed it.”

“That we did, angels.” The man let out a laugh and then stood again.

“I don’t know if I can ever repay you all, but you’ve saved my people, again.”

“As I said, you don’t need to. It’s what we do. We want to help people,” I said, and I saw both Eve and Z smiled broadly.

“Damn. I don’t know what to say,” Jatal wiped his eyes again, and a sob escaped his mouth. “Once we get everything back and working again. I’m going to fill your hold with rhodium like you have filled it with supplies for my people.”

“It’s okay, Jatal, you don’t need to--” I started to say, but Z interrupted me with an elbow to the stomach.

“We aren’t going to turn down a few thousand kilograms of rhodium! Just don’t worry about it right now.”

“Ha!” Jatal let out a laugh, and his tears seemed to stop leaking out of his eyes. A pair of forklifts pulled out of the cave, and dozens of other people were walking out to see what we brought.

It didn’t take long for the good news to spread, and there wasn’t a frown to be seen amongst the Children of Rah.

“Will you all stay for a bit?” Jatal asked us once the forklifts started moving crates down the ramp. “We haven’t had news this good since the last time you all were here and saved us from Alloprize.”

“Funny you should mention that,” Z said. “We were just talking about having a party. Do you guys know how to throw a good party?”

Jatal’s blue eyes twinkled, and a wide grin split his face into joyful halves. “Know how to throw a good party? My friends, you have not ever been to a party, unless you have been to a party thrown by rhodium miners.” It suddenly seemed as if ten years had been shaved off his face, and the young man was practically bouncing on the balls of his feet.

“Ohhhh good,” Z purred, and I saw Eve, Kasta, and Paula smile.

“Is there dancing at rhodium miner parties?” Eve asked politely.

“Oh yes! Dancing for days! You’ll have trouble walking back onto your ship. I guarantee it.”

“I would like to dance,” Eve said as she turned to me. Her strange red eyes seemed to fill my vision, and I felt myself fall into them.

“And drink,” Z said.

“You two okay with--” I asked Kasta and Paula, but they were already nodding. In fact, all four of the beautiful women were staring eagerly at me.

“Looks like we are staying for a few days. If you’ll have us, Jatal?”

“Adam, I owe you a few lifetimes of staying with us,” the miner said as he shook my hand again.

“Alright, but just for a few days. Then we have more work to do.” I thought about the planet that Persephone had shown me on the bridge. Whoever was there needed our help.

And they might not be able to hold on for a few days while we took time off to relax.

End of book 3
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