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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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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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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 was 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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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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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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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 the origin of 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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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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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 of 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 father 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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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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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 sets 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 ordinance.”

“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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Chapter 11

“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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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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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, since it was space. 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 pulled toward it.

“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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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 of 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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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 the 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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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 smiled 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 father 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.”


[image: ]




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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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 or I am 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.
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Destroyer Book 1




Chapter 1-Kaiyer

When I dreamed, it was always of floating green islands. Slow waterfalls tumbled off the sides of rocky earth and disappeared into smoky blankets of mist and unpainted clouds. I jumped between the floating islands with a lazy, drifting bounce, somersaulting amid endless blue sky, punctured by the occasional flock of giant white birds.

In the far distance, sailing ships passed through the azure air like it was water. Often I attempted to reach these vessels, but even my greatest leaps fell short and left me to land on another lush island, conveniently placed to catch my fall. In this dream paradise I never noticed anything living besides the trees, birds, and the distant ships.

Perhaps it is wrong of me to say when I dreamed, as if I only did it sometimes.

I was always dreaming.

I had dreamed of islands for so long, I knew no other life. Then an awakening began. A soft, orange glow peeled back the colors of blue, green, brown, and white, like a sun rising in the morning. The light came from torches which lit the cavernous mausoleum where I had been kept. I don't remember smelling anything in my dreams, but as my crypt was illuminated, my nostrils filled with the aroma of dirt, dust, death, and terror.

Fear emanated from those who awoke me. The delicious scent of their terror filled the cavern like the light pouring from their torches, reflecting off the stone floor and around the group. The five stood twenty feet from me, three males and two females.

Closest to me was a boy with shaggy brown hair, freckles, and disheveled clothes covered with dirt. He held a leather-bound book, its pages and spine crumbling with wear only decades of use would beget. The boy's flesh almost matched the color of the clouds from my dreams, and his dilated pupils hid the true shade of his eyes. His heart raced like the staccato rush of a warhorse galloping down a rocky slope.

Behind the boy was a man holding a bow with an arrow notched and pointed at my face. His leather clothes were cut tight against his body and oiled to a soft shine. His long dark hair was tied back and his eyes were giant pools of blue. His hands shook as he struggled to keep from releasing the shaft he had pulled back. There seemed something familiar about the man, but my lethargic brain fought against any attempt to remember, and my eyes darted to the next member of the group.

To the left and five feet behind the man crouched an attractive woman who had recently passed her girlish years. Her thick dark brown hair was knotted up into a ponytail on the top of her head. She wore tight-fitting leather pants and a suede-patched green shirt. The clothes were covered in a fine layer of dirt, splotched with mud. She surely spent an abundant amount of time in the sun, her skin was almost the same shade as the dark patches of leather on her tunic. Her soft brown eyes gazed down the long sight of a heavy crossbow with determination, its unwavering barbed tip pointed at my sternum. The sound of her heartbeat might as well have been a soothing breeze of wind chimes when compared to the boy and archer.

I would have to kill her first.

Five feet behind the brown-haired beauty towered a large, grizzled man who carried a single-sided battle axe and a metal shield engraved with light purple etching. His chain mail hung about him, weightless as comfortable pajamas. He seemed ready for combat, but I tasted his fear like I sampled the dust and dirt in the air. His protective stance made me wonder whom he was blocking from my gaze. I focused behind him, and when my vision adjusted to the light I saw he stood in front of a beautiful girl. She peeped from behind the old man's shield at me with horror and disbelief.

The maiden had long blonde tresses cascading like white waves down to her lower back. A sudden memory of similar hair, but sun bright copper in color, ran through my thoughts and then disappeared before I could capture it. Her eyes were light blue, and her pale, creamy skin made me think of a cold drink of milk on a blistering day. She wore a fine looking purple tunic of crushed velvet and thick leather riding pants. Sparkles of gold at her ears and neck hinted at exquisite jewelry, but before I could focus on the glitter, the girl noticed my attention and ducked behind the big axe warrior.

The young boy said something, so I gently turned my gaze toward him to ensure the man and woman pointing weapons at me would not be startled. The boy stuttered out words I did not comprehend and I squinted at him in an effort to make my brain puzzle meaning from his language.

I sat on a long stone platform. The gray dais felt cold to the touch and it reminded me of the waterfalls that had been my companions for so long. I couldn’t remember anything before the islands. Maybe I didn't want to recall memories from before those dreams.

The boy shuffled his feet and studied his book with intensity.

"Are . . . you . . . the O'Baarni?" he stuttered through a thick accent. The name filled me with memories. A handsome man with dark hair, graying at his temples. A massive battlefield, rivers of fresh blood streaming around countless bodies. Men, women, horses. The smell of flowers and the brief flash of thick copper hair. Mocking laughter.

A single scream of heart-rending agony.

"Are you, the O'Baarni?" he said again, glancing back and forth between his book and my face. I realized that I was clothed in a soft gray robe and my bare feet touched the cold stone of the cavern floor. Sudden energy pulsed through me like the tide of an ocean. A memory of power came to my head, but the sensation was more familiar than a fleeting recollection.

"I do not know," I said. My brain told my mouth to say the words and my lips obeyed reluctantly. Still, he seemed startled by my response. "I have been dreaming. Is this a dream too? Were you supposed to wake me?" The boy glanced down at his book and flipped through the pages with frantic speed.

The large old man barked something command-like, and the boy replied back in their foreign tongue. The skittish man with the bow shifted his feet, but he didn't concern me. I found my eyes focusing again on the dark-haired young woman with the barbed crossbow aimed at my chest. Our eyes met and I held her gaze. After a few moments she started to bite her lip, and her heart began to beat faster. She said something strained to the boy and I gave her a small smile.

"We . . . can . . . not sleep . . . you . . . O'Baarni?" he said with hopeful emotion in his eyes.

Exhaustion crashed into me after the boy asked his question. I wanted to go back to the island, but I fought against the sudden desire to lie again on the stone and drift away to sleep. Another memory struggled beneath a thin layer of emptiness, as if I might be close to recalling something once held sacred.

"I can't remember. What is your name?" I spoke gently, wishing that he would understand better.

"I am named Paug!" He couldn't help smiling with excitement, and I found myself mirroring his enthusiasm. The other four people watching our exchange relaxed somewhat and I guessed that they meant me no harm.

"What are your friends named?" I figured an introduction would keep the woman from putting a hole through the important part of my chest.

He pointed behind him to the man with the bow.

"His name is Iarin." The man seemed startled to be introduced to me and managed a ghost of a smile.

"Her name is Nadea." The woman with the crossbow nodded but didn't lower her weapon.

"His name is Greykin," he said, pointing at the old warrior. Greykin also nodded before clearing his throat and spitting.

"She is Jessmei." The beautiful girl smiled at me and raised her right hand, then brushed the loose yellow hair back over her ear.

"What is your name?" the boy asked me after he had introduced his friends.

I considered the language barrier before answering.

"I don't remember." I tapped two fingers to my temple and shook my head. Paug flipped through his book again and smiled in satisfaction once he seemed to figure out what I had said.

"Do you . . . know . . . sleep . . . years?" he asked.

"It feels like a long time. Many years," I whispered while he flipped through his book. He nodded once I spoke but didn't look up from the pages.

"Do you have . . . hunger? Want food?" he read from the book and then looked at me afterward with an infectious smile.

I didn't feel hungry, but I thought I might get them all to relax if I ate in front of them.

"Yes," I said, and nodded.

The girl in the back yelled something, and she made her way toward a pile of equipment twenty feet behind her. The old man barked disapprovingly at her, but she had already moved outside his reach. He glanced back to me as my eyes followed her. I moved my gaze to the man with the bow, Iarin. His arms were shaking from holding the arrow taut for so long. The woman Nadea also appeared tired from pointing the large crossbow at me.

"Iarin and Nadea should lower their weapons. I mean no harm," I said to Paug. He flipped through his old book, but before he found the translation I made the shape of holding a bow with my arms and lowered it. He smiled and turned to tell Iarin, but the tall man had already lowered his weapon. Greykin made a sharp remark, but Iarin shrugged his shoulders and grinned back at me. Nadea replied to the axe man before lowering her own weapon. Jessmei walked past with a hunk of bread, yellow cheese, and a small piece of meat.

She studied me intently as she walked up to Paug. Greykin yelled out something, causing the blonde girl to open her mouth wide and look at me in fear. She handed the food to Paug before fleeing back behind the safety of the large man.

"Food . . . you," Paug said proudly, not needing to consult his book. He held out the bread, cheese, and meat to me, but he didn't move toward me.

I leaned forward off the stone platform and pushed myself to my feet.  As I stood, the euphoric energy of the stone ground coursed through me. My blood burned, awakened and on fire. A metallic sensation filled my mouth, and the cavern spun dramatically. The orange light faded to gray. Nadea yelled, and before my vision faded to black, I saw Paug's horrified facial expression enlarge and distort.

Coolness rubbed against my face as my field of vision spread back from nothingness. I was lying on the stone platform bed. Nadea was applying a cool, wet cloth to my face and lips while Paug hovered on the other side of the dais and rested his palms on my chest.

"You fall down," Paug said, without his book. He looked concerned that I had fainted, but also carried an excited smile on his round face.

"Thirsty. Water," I said as I moved my hand up to touch the cloth Nadea held.

"Yes!" Paug said. He disappeared from my field of vision, and I heard his booted feet rush to their pile of equipment.

Nadea continued to caress my face with the cool rag. She whispered soft alien words I couldn't understand, but her relaxing movements helped me close my eyes and hear the familiar sounds of birds and water. A metal cup pushed against my lips and I sat up, with the aid of a few hands on my arms, and was able to drink. I opened my eyes and saw Paug's companions gathered around me, and I wondered why they were so interested in me drinking. The water burned down my throat like fire. It gave me power that felt like the stone on my feet. I startled, recalling another memory from before my dream. Laughter of friends, food, and water enjoyed with company. The sensation was wonderful.

Paug's cherub face split into a grin when he saw me enjoying the water. It wasn't entirely the pleasure of my thirst being quenched that satisfied me. The water seemed to be magical and was pushing back my fatigue.

"More please," I said, after I had drained the cup. Nadea sat next to me on the stone bed. She handed me a half-full water skin and I drank deeply. A bit of the water dribbled down my face onto my robe. Again I experienced the surge of fire burning inside me. I heard all of their hearts beating and the sound of the air leaving their lungs in the still silence of the mausoleum.

My vision cut through the darkness now like a sharp sword. The crypt was spherical, about six hundred feet in diameter. The pedestal I had been resting upon was in the center of the room. Across the massive dome I made out a small tunnel carved into the wall. The ceiling of the dome was smooth, like the perfectly chiseled floor. It must not have been cut by hand. My guess was that the cavern had been created with powerful magic.

"More?" Paug asked as I shook the empty skin. I nodded, and Nadea had a full one in my hands within seconds. I drank this as urgently as the first, and relished the strength that flowed through me.

"Food?" Paug sat next to me now on the stone platform and handed me a chunk of bread. I carefully took it from him, pulled off a small piece, and put it in my mouth. The bread was hard, so I had to chew many times before swallowing. My audience breathlessly watched every bite, but didn't seem to be afraid of me anymore.

"I am quite a source of entertainment, aren't I?" I said to Paug with a half-smile. He looked confused and then grabbed his book to attempt a translation. Greykin stood ten feet behind the boy, between Jessmei and me. He said something to Paug and the others erupted in laughter. Paug's face turned red with what I assumed was embarrassment. He said something in an apologetic tone before flipping through his book.

"No . . . you need food. You are not strong," he said. I nodded and he turned to smirk in Greykin's direction.

Within five minutes, the bread had been consumed and I tried a small bite of the cheese. It was so delicious that I had to force myself to eat slowly. The pangs of hunger ripped through my stomach now that I had eaten, and I wondered how much time had passed since food had last been in it. The meat was salted and bitter. Perhaps the beef was on its way to going bad, but I still enjoyed the complex flavor, even if each small bite forced me to drink a mouthful of water afterward.

When I finished eating, exhaustion crashed into my body again. Meeting Paug and his friends had been a nice recess from the floating islands, but now I wanted to return. My ears missed the sounds of the waterfalls and the large white birds. My body missed the sensation of leaping through the blue sky.

"I need to sleep again. I am tired," Paug nodded at first, but once he understood what I meant he shook his head.

"No sleep. We . . . go," he said. I ignored him and slid my body behind him to curl up on the stone bed. My legs brushed up against Nadea's as she moved out of the way.

"No. No. We go!" Paug said as the other voices began an angry retort. Their disappointment didn't matter though. The warm darkness began to close in on me. The stone felt familiar on the back of my skull, and the angry voices became like the murmuring of the distant ocean or the hum of a lover's satisfaction.

There were no more floating islands, birds, or ships sailing through the air. Only seconds had passed before rough shakes on my arm awoke me. A moan of frustration left my mouth, and I winced against the throttle of consciousness. Why couldn't I go back to the islands?

"Wake up, please. Many days have passed. We have to leave!" Paug pleaded. I opened my eyes and saw his worried face. The boy was obviously upset at my wish to sleep, so I pushed my tired body off of the cool stone. The group's pile of goods and equipment was gone and I wondered if I had dreamed the two beautiful women and the boy's other companions.

"We must go!" The boy shook me again. His eyes were fearful and he almost screamed the words. Iarin was pacing behind him like a trapped animal.

"I will come," I said, while preparing to stand. My hand brushed against something on the smooth stone. Very small writing was etched into the rock. Paug noticed the writing a second after I did and gasped.

 

Kaiyer,

You'll be angry for what we have done to you, but we had no choice. You forced our hand. I hope you can at least understand, if not forgive, our actions. In the end, you were the one who had everything and destroyed it. You were the one who betrayed us.

I wish you weren't so headstrong and could have accepted the world you were about to create. I wish Thayer, Gorbanni, and Alexia hadn't pushed their agenda. I wish you would have chosen differently. Perhaps your choice makes sense to me now that I know everything. I wish everyone could have told you instead of being afraid. We were always afraid of you. I wish you had seen that too. It is why we couldn't let you be.

I wish I didn't love her as much as I did. I wish she had loved me as much as she loves you.

I am sorry my friend. We will be dust by the time you read this, and you will be someone else's problem.

Goodbye,

Malek

 

Memories washed through me again, and I had to push against the stone to keep from falling. My body felt so weak. Malek . . . I remembered him, at least some of him, standing with my back to his, as dark menacing shapes descended on us. His dark hair and mischievous smile. His face was young, but he had gray at the hair of his temples. He had been my friend, I was sure. I didn't understand any more of these words. Kaiyer? Was that me? I didn't remember my name.

While my mind struggled to recall the past, Paug spread a thin piece of parchment over the inscription and frantically rubbed a small black rock over it. Once he imprinted the words, the boy folded the paper into quarters and stuffed it into the back of his book. My mind continued to search for something more from my past, but it was like trying to hold onto running water. I had the sensation of years of a life lived, but I could not grasp a single moment or solid memory long enough to recall anything of use.

"We go. Now!" Paug yelled at me and pulled on my arm. The anxious pace of Iarin and the stress in Paug's voice convinced me that something was amiss. The tall archer looked back and forth between us and the entrance with obvious concern. His left hand clenched his long bow, but he didn't have an arrow nocked.

I struggled to my feet and managed to stand feebly, like an old man. I might have tumbled over, but Paug let me lean on him. Unlike in the weightless islands, here my limbs convinced me that I must have been heavier than the massive stone slab on which I had been resting. I almost doubted that the young boy could assist me, but he did so without complaint. Fortunately, each step grew easier as the familiar power of the Earth flowed through my blood and added to my strength. Paug said something to Iarin, and the tall man moved to my side to help me walk faster.

By the time we stumbled to the small portal leading from my mausoleum, I had recovered enough strength to stand on my own. Taking a deep breath, I gently pushed them away from me and attempted to walk with my own atrophied muscles. The first few steps were easier than I expected, although my joints creaked like a dead tree in the wind and my head spun.

The exit turned into a tunnel that climbed upward at a medium grade. Iarin took the lead, with me in the middle and Paug behind. The walls started off cut from smooth stone, like the inside of the mausoleum, but gave way to dirt and rough black rock as we ascended.

"Halfway . . . top," Paug said behind me. He sounded out of breath from the exertion caused by the slope of the tunnel. Iarin was almost running and I wasn't having problems keeping up with him. My body still felt weak, but it was quickly regenerating. The exercise was enjoyable, and my body took pleasure inhaling deep breaths while my mind enjoyed the task of placing my feet on the rocky bottom of the dark tunnel.

After another few minutes of jogging, the dirt and stone walls turned into mud and smooth, slippery rocks. As we progressed upward to the surface, a small trickle of water began to carve into the middle of the shaft. The liquid fed glowing green moss that lit the path wondrously, but the tiny creek also made the footing treacherous with slippery slime. The air grew warm and my senses were overwhelmed by the scented plants and dampness of the surface. A few quick bugs darted from underneath my feet before I stepped on them, and I amused myself by studying their frantic movements.

Finally, we emerged from the tunnel and into a densely wooded forest. The trees were tropical, with large leaves pooling the dampness from the air like hands, and pouring the moisture as a soft rain onto the ground. The scents, noises, and light disoriented me after the journey through the dark tunnel. It was more a surprise of contrast, since even the tropical forest, with its green ceilings and singing birds, paled in comparison to the vivid dreams of the floating islands. This new world was very beautiful, intense shafts of light filtered through the thick canopy. The beams of sun accented the dancing purple butterflies and the small lizards hunting them.

The rest of Paug's companions had their backs to us. They held their hands up in a defensive position, as if they were surrendering. When Iarin cleared from my field of vision I saw that they had reason to surrender. Spread out in a half-circle fifty yards away, crossbows leveled at us, stood eight men.

The men appeared to be soldiers, dressed in cream-colored leather armor, with yellow sashes around their shoulders. Each wore a metal helmet that came up to a sharp dome, decorated with plumes of green feathers on the back rim. Their yellow sashes were embroidered with different insignia designs indicating rank.

Their leader said something, but none of my companions answered him. He said the sentence again with a bit more anger, and Iarin answered as he put down his bow and raised his hands. The leader of the armed men glared at me and said more demanding words I didn't comprehend, but I guessed he wanted me to raise my hands, so I did. He sneered at me in disbelief before issuing the same unknown command again.

Paug gave him a fearful response, and the leader of our captors yelled back at him. Paug grimaced at me and kneeled down into the muddy dirt. He deliberately raised his hands and tucked them behind his head once he had reached the ground, and all of my other companions repeated the same series of movements. I looked over to Nadea. Her expression was grim and she didn't make eye contact with me. Jessmei appeared terrified as the pool of mud seeped into her leggings. Greykin's face was a mask of disappointment. His eyes met mine, and although I didn't speak his language, I knew from his posture that these men intended to kill us.

The leader yelled at me again. I glared at him coldly. If I was going to die, it wouldn’t be without a fight. I was weak, but guessed I might be able to kill a few of them if I got lucky. Of course, having eight crossbows pointed at me meant I needed more than just fortune on my side. My brain sprinted into action and began puzzling ways to kill the soldiers before me.

The leader spat another command at me. He had a thick mustache, and his front tooth was crumbling with decay. His face turned a bright vermillion at my inability to follow his directions, so he handed his crossbow to the man on his right and lumbered toward me. The lackey fumbled with the two crossbows, and for a few precious seconds only six of them were a threat.

As the commander walked down to me across the muddy, mossy terrain, I examined the long sword and dagger on his left hip. Neither blade appeared to be tied in its sheath. It was another bit of luck in my favor, and the refined observation convinced me that I must have been very familiar with the violence about to be inflicted.

"Sit down!" Paug whispered to me as urgently as he dared, without suffering the enemy commander's wrath. I ignored the boy's words and tried to look confused.

The rotten-toothed leader was a little shorter than me, but he pushed his face up, nose-to-nose, so there was no escaping his vile breath. Then he expectorated the same command he had been repeating before. Despite the stench, I smiled to myself when I realized he was probably yelling, “Get on the ground.” I was starting to learn this language. The smile didn't impress the commander. He screamed the command again and wound his right hand back like a whip to deliver a backhanded blow with his leather-clad fist.

That was his last mistake.

My right hand came up and checked the back of his elbow so he couldn't move his arm to strike me. My left hand reached across his body and pulled the dagger from its sheath on his waist. As I drew the weapon, I turned its point inward, cutting past the leather of his armor, the silk cloth underneath, and into his soft belly. The blade was sharp, and it sliced the inside of his stomach open in a long red streak.

The dagger spun sideways as it left my hand in a throw, spinning drops of crimson blood lazily on its fifty-yard journey, before embedding itself into the soldier's neck on the far left. The man choked out a panicked gurgle from the impact of the dagger, and reached up with his left hand toward the hilt coming out of his jugular. I guessed that it would take him a minute to die, but in the meantime he might not be able to aim his crossbow at Paug and his friends.

My left hand returned to the waist of the commander. I took a fistful of belt, armor, and cloth, while the blood from his stomach wound began to gush over my clenched fingers. I lifted with both of my arms and pulled the commander's body off the ground. He somehow seemed lighter than a feather, but would serve my purpose.

I charged the other men with their leader’s body shielding me.

One arbalist to the right took a shot when his commander began to scream in wet horror. The bolt went wide over my head. As I took three more steps, a second weapon twanged, sinking a quarrel into the back of the commander and choking off his cry.

Four more steps and I had made it to the left of the semicircle. A few more bolts whispered past my head as the soldiers tried to kill me without injuring their commander. They should not have bothered trying to spare him. He would die when I finished with them.

The left most soldier tried to draw his sword. His palm had hardly brushed the hilt when I pushed my pointer and middle fingers together and drove them through his eyeball and into his brain. He had a dagger, but to draw and throw the weapon I would have to spin around the body of their commander, temporarily exposing myself to potential crossbow quarrels. These men seemed inept, so I decided to gamble and drew the long dagger out of the dying man's belt before tossing it.

The dagger left my hand at a poor angle, but it somehow corrected itself in midflight like a sparrow and took the final arbalist in the shoulder. The blade sunk into his armor as if it were made of cloth. My target had not expected the toss or the pain in his crossbow-bearing arm. Surprise caused him to pull the trigger and launch the bolt accidentally toward my new companions. I couldn't spare a glance in their direction, but I didn't hear a scream, so I guessed the quarry had not found a living target.

Four of them were left, not including the dying commander I clutched with my right hand, and the one who wouldn't be using his shoulder anymore. The soldier a few steps from me began fishing for his sword, so I pushed the commander's body toward him with as much strength as my weak body allowed. He flew like a small stone, and both of them tumbled backward. The receiving soldier's left foot caught a tree root and he landed with a wet sounding crunch.

The man who had accepted the commander's heavy crossbow before the battle started frantically tried to drop one of his weapons and fire at me with the other. I sprung toward him, light on my feet because I had tossed my body shield, and angled a slashing kick downward against his leg. My left shin connected above his right kneecap where the muscles formed a teardrop shape. I heard a satisfying snap and tear as the leg separated from the tendons and muscles that held the joint together. The force of my kick also carried through to his left leg, and he flipped over my cutting shin kick and dropped head first onto the wet jungle floor.

The last two soldiers stood twenty yards from me with their trembling swords drawn. Without speaking, they each fell back a few steps toward the edge of the jungle and away from Paug and his friends. I guessed from their facial expressions and the glances they made over their shoulders that they considered fleeing into the jungle.

The man whose leg I had broken lay screaming at my feet, so I bent down and pulled the longer sword from his sheath. He reached his hands after mine to stop me, but I smacked his weak arms aside before I freed the blade. The weapon fit well in my hand, but was a bit light, like a toy. Suddenly a brief memory shattered my concentration.

I stood upon a hill overlooking a grand valley. Thousands of soldiers, clothed in animal-shaped armor, mounting red banners, stood at attention. I walked down the slope and into their ranks. Some of the men and women had their helmet visors lifted; their faces were sunken, angry, and eager for violence. I yelled a command and the masses screamed with feral intensity. The flags had giant skulls on them and they twisted and snapped in the sharp, cutting wind.

I shook my head when my memory was interrupted by another screech. I flicked my wrist downward and let the blade of the sword bite into his brain through his skull. Then I tensed my wrist a fraction of a second later to bring the blade back up and silence the man's screams. I stepped over his body and walked toward the last standing men.

The remaining soldiers looked like cornered rats, so I took my time and closed the distance between us with a slow stroll. My feet were still bare and crushed the rocks, moss, leaves, and damp earth beneath them, just as I was about to pulverize the life from the man before me. This soldier seemed to be the youngest of the bunch, and I inhaled the sickly scent of fear on him and heard his heart beat faster than Paug's. The man hadn’t expected this outcome, but we both knew at this moment that I was going to destroy him. Our eyes made contact, and I read his feint before he tried to make a small cut, pull back, and thrust into me.

My blade swung out to meet his like he expected. He pulled back at the last second and my sword went wide, leaving me open. He dove forward with a thrust aimed at my midsection, but the flat side of the blade glided against the palm of my hand and I pushed the sword wide. His eyes opened in shock as he realized I had read his feint. My relaxed blade swung back with precision and I took the top half of his head off with a horizontal cut. His eyes darted around the jungle frantically while his body toppled. His brain hadn’t realized it was missing its top half and may have tried to send interrupted commands to the rest of his body.

My left hand grabbed along the blade of the falling man’s sword, and I flipped the pommel into my palm as I turned around to face the last attacker. He dropped his sword and kneeled as I walked toward him. His hands went on top of his head and he started pleading with me. I didn't like the balance of the sword in my left hand so I left the blade buried in his chest.

I surveyed the clearing for any more opponents capable of attacking. I had not expected to live through such an assault, but these men proved so unskilled that even in my frail state they were easier to kill than the bugs in the tunnel. I shook my head in disappointment before sliding my sword through the neck of the one who had the dagger buried in his shoulder. Once his annoying cries of agony were silenced I made my way over to the last living soldier.

He had pushed his commander's body off and clawed at the ground to scoot away from me. My sword cut the strap attaching his helmet to his skull and I smacked it off with the flat side of the blade. Then I grabbed onto the thick, oily hair on his head and dragged him back across the wet mud to Paug's companions while he kicked and screamed. Perhaps they would want to question him. The small group hadn't moved from their position on the ground in front of the entrance to the tunnel. They surveyed the massacre with fear and shock.

"Do you want to talk to him before I kill him?" I asked Paug. I put the edge of my sword to the soldier's neck and he started to say frantic things in the unfamiliar language.

Greykin got off his knees with a grunt and began to ask the soldier questions. The man replied with hysterical passion, but the words were still intelligible. Nadea further interrogated him before Iarin had his turn. They each stared at me in fearful awe after they finished their questions. Jessmei's skin was white and I wondered if it was her normal hue or if she was about to faint. I guessed that the young woman had not seen many battles.

After a few minutes they had finished with their questioning.

"What did they ask him?" I yelled to Paug. He didn't respond immediately and I realized he had sprinted a few dozen yards away from the group to vomit. He also must have been unused to combat.

"More?" I asked Greykin, wondering if the older man would understand me. He shrugged his shoulders, so I drew the sword across my captive’s neck and held his head while he bled out. My companions gasped in horror and started to yell, but they didn't move toward me. I regarded them with a raised eyebrow. They couldn't possibly wish to keep this man alive. He had tried to kill them and would be of little use as a prisoner.

When he stopped struggling I let go of his hair and pulled the weapon belt off of his body. Then I walked over to the other corpses and began to organize their weapons into piles. The commander had the best sword, an ornate affair that appeared to be better crafted and a bit heavier than the others. I tied his belt across my robe before I grabbed the next best sword and attached it on the other hip. I gathered the five best balanced daggers and attached them to another belt I slung over my shoulder. The work occupied me for ten minutes or so, and put my mind at ease. Had I done this before? The familiarity of the task helped to relax my nerves.

My companions spoke a short distance away from me. They sounded angry as they argued amongst themselves. I couldn't understand them so I didn't bother devoting any energy to trying.

I contemplated taking a pair of boots from one of the corpses before I realized the robe I wore wasn't very good for traveling. The soft, thin shroud was wet with mud, water, and blood. These dead men weren't wearing any travel gear, so their camp had to be within walking distance. One of the corpses had a pair of leather boots that I guessed would fit, so I sat on a nearby rock and tied them around my bare feet.

While sitting, I noticed the trail through the jungle the soldiers had used to find us. I looked back at my companions and saw them involved in a passionate discussion. Nadea and Greykin were arguing. Paug had returned to them from his vomiting break, but his back was to me. They did not seem to be paying any attention to me or the trail, so I debated my next action. I needed Paug to learn this language, but I did not need to know any of the decisions the group would make in the next few minutes.

I set off down the trail at a comfortable jog. The soldiers' campsite would be close by, and once I reached it I could acquire pants, socks, and maybe a horse. I could hear and smell Paug, so I didn't have any doubt I would find him again after I obtained some gear. As I ran, the energy of the sun, earth, and water invigorated me.

I was not tired anymore.
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Lion’s Quest: Undefeated




[image: ]Chapter 1

I always cherished the silence before a death match. It was the time for me to dump my thoughts, seek memories of my previous matches, review my game plan, and think about my parents. I wasn’t really into all the New Age positive-thinking self-help bullshit, but the silent moments had always helped me with these high-stake duels.

The clock on the wall dinged, and the doors to my locker room opened to the tsunami of my entourage. Seven men swarmed over me as if I were a magnet. Two were my trainers, two were my bodyguards, two were my best friends, and the last was my cornerman; Dini Hayes. He muscled his way to me first.

“My man! Champ! Champ! How you feeling?” Dini’s weathered face wore a big smile when he asked the question.

“You just saw me ten minutes ago.” I felt a smile come to my lips, and the man began to rub my shoulders.

“I know, Champ, and I missed ya for ten minutes. Your muscles feel good. You’ve got power in them! Powaaah! Gonna take this fool out! No one beats the Champ! You hear me? No one!”

“Thirty seconds!” one of the studio executives yelled at me from the doorway of the locker room. He was one of the corp suit types. Complete with slicked-back hair, a fake smile, dead eyes, and a suit that cost more than most people’s yearly rent.

“You’ve got this, Leo.” My best friend, Garf rested his hands on my arm. “Gonna be easy mode.”

“Pew, pew, QQ for the entire nation of Korea, bro. This guy’s going to commit seppuku after you curb stomp him.” Jax was my other best friend, and he laughed as he sat on the locker room bench next to me.

“That’s Japan, bro.” Garf rolled his eyes at my other friend.

“So? You’ll kick this guy’s ass so bad he’ll turn Japanese, and then he’ll commit suicide with a katana through his stomach.” Jax made an exaggerated motion with his arms across his stomach as if he was cleaving himself with an invisible sword, or he was rowing a canoe. His long blond hair swung around wildly with the motion.

“Dude, that is so fucking wrong,” Garf put his hand over his face and sighed. “Koreans and Japanese are totally different, and you don’t commit seppuku with a katana, it is a long sword. You use a tanto.” Garf actually was Korean, or at least, his great grandparents migrated over in like the 1980’s or something. He was more American than anything else, but I knew enough about Asian cultures from playing their video games and watching their TV shows to understand that you didn’t get the two ethnicities mixed up.

“Tanto? Isn’t that the guy with the Lone Ranger?” Jax asked with a bemused smile.

“Ten seconds!” Mr. McPlasticCorpman yelled from the doors, and he opened them to reveal the long hallway leading to the stadium.

The roar of the crowd sounded like the song of all the oceans amplified a hundred times.

“Robe on!” Calic, my physical trainer, shouted as I rose from the bench.

The thick, pure white, velvet shroud fell over my body, and Calic took his turn to pat me on the shoulders. He was quite possibly the most muscular black man on the planet, but I supposed that was expected since he was also one of the best muscle and movement coaches in the United States. He was a man of few words, though, and he said nothing else as the entourage walked out of the locker room and toward the stadium.

The roar of the hungry crowd was even louder in the concrete tunnel, and a dozen cameramen sprinted toward me from the open area of the stadium.

“Leeee Ohhhh!” The chanting filled my mind to euphoria.

“Leeee Ohhhh!” I breathed in strength and felt my muscles flex as I walked.

“Leeee Ohhhh!” The cameras were on my face now, but I walked through them, and the lenses parted like the Red Sea.

“Leeee Ohhhh!” The stadium lights were turned off so that the crowd could get pumped for my arrival. As soon as I walked out of the locker room corridor, the air filled with explosive fireworks, laser light shows, and a deafening siren wail of electric guitar music.

The crowded stadium went insane.

I almost wished that I had worn earplugs. The sound was a few notches below deafening, and I struggled to keep from wincing. I’d dealt with much worse pain in my life, and I managed to keep my trademark smirk glued to my face.

I raised my fists in the air, and the crowd’s intensity almost boiled over.

“Leeee Ohhhh!”

“Leeee Ohhhh!”

I felt Dini tug on my robe, and I continued my walk of forty yards toward the center of the stadium. There was the digitally lit battle ring, and the two omni stations where my opponent and I would battle for dominance.

The ravenous crowd reached out their arms in my direction, but the tunnel was too wide for anyone to touch me, and the sides of the path were lined with armed security dressed in riot gear. A few women somehow managed to scream my name over the din, and I saw some of them raise their shirts to show me their breasts. I was able to ignore them, however, and even a sprinkling of a dozen panties didn’t distract me from walking to the center of the stadium.

Jin Eun Kyung was already in the battle ring, and he had an entourage of eight men and three women standing behind him. The championship officials were also there, and they gestured for me to stand in my spot, exactly two feet away from the Korean challenger.

Hands pulled my robe off, and I felt a bunch of palms smack me on the back. I stood now only in my skintight Omni suit, and the crowd’s roar had subsided a bit so that the officials could begin.

My eyes met Jin’s, and I studied the man. Perhaps ‘man’ wasn’t the correct word. He was little more than a kid. He was only nineteen years old and had apparently bragged to his nation that he would enjoy his first alcoholic beverage after he took my title. Even though he was young, his body was made of mahogany, and his Omni suit hugged his muscles as if it was painted on.

The material of his suit was as white as the robe Dini had pulled away from my shoulders and had the Korean yin-yang flag symbol painted on his chest. My own suit was black, and I had the stars and stripes on my back.

Jin was as old as I was when I first became world champion.

The announcer’s voice caught my attention. He had already introduced Jin, but the audience didn’t need much of a reminder. The Korean was something of a phenomenon and had come out of nowhere late last year. He’d flawlessly defeated every international opponent in the last year. Even Ivan Tsatsouline, who had been Russia’s champion, and my top rival, for the last three years.

“In the red corner; standing at six feet and two inches, and weighing in at two hundred pounds even. Returning for his tenth world championship title, in his own hometown New York City! In the Bronx! The reigning World Champion of Astafar Unlimited! The One. The Only. The Master. The Victorious. The Undefeated. Leo, The Lion, Lennox!”

Now I did wince as the crowd screamed my name. They had upgraded the old Yankee Stadium to fit in more people, and Astafar Unlimited had decided to hold the World Championships here, partially because of the new and improved stadium and partially because I had grown up in the Bronx, and they figured it would get more people to come to the event at a higher ticket price.

They were correct. There must have been over a hundred thousand people in the stadium, and the seating area climbed the sky like a tidal wave of rainbow sparkling water. Earlier this year they had thought about renaming Yankee Stadium after me. No one really played baseball anymore, and the last memories of the sport were long forgotten. The New York mayor had asked me if I wanted the honor, but I had declined. My father had once spun me the tales of the old game. I didn’t feel as if I deserved to take the name from the city landmark.

The announcer gestured to the line between Jin and me. We stepped up to it and shook hands. The man was a hothead, and I wasn’t surprised when he pushed his chest against mine.

"Lions make their women hunt for them. Your career will be over in a few minutes,” he hissed as he pushed his nose against mine and glared into my eyes.

I laughed.

Maybe Jin had expected me to get mad or to throw an insult back at him, anything but my laughter. My smile threw him off, and one of the officials stepped between us and pushed our chests apart with his arms. The crowd loved the exchange, and I kept wondering if they could possibly scream any louder.

“The battle is three rounds. Each round will have a small time assignment where the fighters will be allowed to pick their skills. Gentlemen, please take your places in your omni stations and prepare for battle!” The announcer raised his hands and elongated the word ‘battle’ so that it lasted half a minute.

“He is going to pick the Arcane class,” Bantog said as my entourage huddled around me. He was a small Filipino man who was my fighting instructor. Bantog probably weighed one hundred and twenty pounds soaking wet, but the man was a master of practically every martial art on the planet, and I once saw him bend Calic around like he was forming a pretzel out of raw dough. I had hired him six years ago, and his knowledge of the Filipino weapon martial arts, along with the historical European martial arts, kendo, and fencing, had helped raise my professional game level to heights I’d never dreamed possible.

“He might do Summoner, but I agree with Bantog,” Garf yelled over the screams of the crowd.

“Doesn’t matter what he picks, Leo’s gonna smash him, but I’m picking DaggerDancer class,” Jax said with a smirk.

“Champ!” one of the officials yelled and pointed to my omni station. I nodded at him and then entered the wire mesh of the machine.

The techs attached the visor to my head first, and then pushed the audio buds against my ears. Then they tightened the movement brace against my stomach. They asked me to check the running pad, and I executed the required set of running, jumping, squatting, and strafing check patterns on the mobile platform under the omni station. The green lights flashed on my eyepiece after I finished the test, and the techs moved to attach the sensors to my triceps, forearms, and gloves. Then the techs asked me to test my upper body movements, and I complied with the standard test sequences of swings and blocking movements.

“Skill selection starts in ten, nine, eight, seven,” the announcer began to yell, and the crowd counted with him. My visor tinted, splattered with white, turned to a string of flashing data terminals, and then the universe of Astafar Unlimited materialized around me.

I was in the avatar selection screen, and I saw that the branding and background had been updated to show the World Championship games. My avatars floated in the sky like Shaolin monks that had achieved enlightenment, and I walked toward the one I almost always used. It was one of the Corina race themed ones. Half human and half cat looking. Mine, in particular, had a large mane coming off the back of his head and shoulder area.

“Three, two, one! Let’s get ready to rumble!” The announcer shouted, and I could hear the crowd scream past the noise-cancellation technology of my ear pieces.

I stood in a dusty stone room lit by only a dim lantern. A dozen different tables lined the sandstone walls. Each table bore the weapon sets of the various classes. I would have four choices for each off hand, four choices for my main hand, or I had three choices if I wanted to pick a two-handed weapon. Each piece of equipment had different effects on the various skills that I could use, and my avatar would be able to carry two unique sets of equipment.

The selection timer appeared in the air. The lettering was a digital clock display, but the numbers burned with a detailed fire, and it began to count down from thirty seconds.

I walked to the Defender-class table, and my body was suddenly wrapped in a gleaming suit of full plate armor. The Astafar Unlimited programmers had created special armor for my tenth world series, and there were etchings of lions all over the silver plates I now wore. The Defender wasn’t a class I had ever played in a World Championship, or that anyone had ever seen me play. In fact, it was known to be the worst class for one on one dueling. It did almost no damage, and only had a series of de-buffs, bleeds, and skills that served to soak up damage in dungeon crawls. I was known for playing a two-handed ax-wielding Zerker class, or a DaggerDancer, or even a Distorter.

I grabbed an iron shield with my left hand, then a dagger with my right. The game accepted my selection and the weapons appeared on my hips. They were weightless of course, everything was virtual in the game, but I felt some satisfaction when I saw them on my body.

I next reached for the two-handed maul. It was a massive looking weapon, and there were more lion designs on the side of the metal head. Most players of Astafar Unlimited would believe that the maul was the only useful way to play a Defender class since the weapon added the occasional armor breaking and stun chances to strikes, but they argued that it was too slow to swing for most duels.

They were correct, but I picked the weapon regardless, and held my arm in front of me so that it looked like the virtual weapon’s massive weight rested on my armored shoulder.

The clock was at twenty-four seconds.

The tables crumbled into dust on the floor and a wooden display shelf sprung from the ground in front of me. Astafar Unlimited had over six hundred skills to choose from, but a player was only allowed to use eight ‘active’ skills, which could be triggered, along with two ‘passive’ skills, which were always working.

Build crafting was a giant, complicated part of Astafar Unlimited and the developers were constantly tweaking skills to ensure that the gameplay stayed fresh. I had spent countless hours of my life analyzing, debating, and testing various skill combinations with the different classes. I was fortunate that Garf and Jax were both world class players, and they understood the skill combinations of these games better than I thought the game designers actually did.

Eighteen seconds.

I lifted my left hand to the wooden panel and gestured at the skills that hung suspended on the shelf. As I pointed at each one, they illuminated with either a white or blue glow. The white meant that they were base skills that any class had access to use. The blue meant that they were unique to the Defender class. I closed my fist as I pointed to the first one, and I saw it fill an icon slot at the bottom of my visual space.

Slot 1- Unleash the Red (Base) - The next attack will cause the target to bleed weapon damage x 1 for 30 seconds. (Dagger- Bleed lasts for 90 seconds and can stack 5 times) (Maul- Target has a 50% chance to be stunned for 3 seconds) - Skill has an 8 second cool down.

Slot 2- Flick (Base) - Toss your weapon at the target causing 50% weapon damage. (Dagger - causes Bleeding) (Maul - Target has a 25% chance to be stunned for 3 seconds) - Skill has a 10-second cool down.

Slot 3- Trip (Base) - Attack your target’s legs causing weapon damage x 0.5 and slowing them for 5 seconds. (Dagger - causes Bleeding) (Maul - Target has a 25% chance to be stunned for 3 seconds) - Skill has a 12 second cool down.

Slot 4- Passive Aggressive (Defender) - If your next attack hits, your target’s damage is reduced by 40% for the next 10 seconds. (Dagger - causes Bleeding) (Maul - Target also attacks 10% slower for the next 10 seconds) - Skill has 14-second cool down.

Slot 5- Shield of Justice (Defender) - for the next 5 seconds, all damage received is reflected onto the attacker. (Iron Shield- ends all movement debuffs on you) (Maul - skill not available) - Skill has 15-second cool down.

Slot 6- Lawful Seizure (Defender) - Your next attack has a 90% chance of removing all of the target’s buffs. You will acquire these buffs for half of their remaining duration. (Dagger - transfer your debuffs to target) (Maul - you gain the buffs for their full duration)- Skill has a 10-second cool down.

Slot 7 - Justice is Calling! (Defender) - Battle cry, all opponents within a 40-foot range are pulled toward you. (Iron Shield - ends all movement debuffs on you) (Dagger - Target receives 3 stacks of Bleed) (Maul - Target is stunned for 3 seconds) - Skill has 10-second cool down.

Slot 8 - You are Guilty! (Defender) - Battle cry, target opponent’s debuffs last twice as long. (Iron Shield - ends all movement debuffs on you) (Dagger - all bleeds last another 30 seconds) (Maul - each skill on cool down has a 50% chance of being reset) - Skill has a 20-second cool down.

Slot 9 (Passive) - Lawful Evil (Defender) - If your target is bleeding, you gain 15% of the bleed damage as health.

Slot 10 (Passive) - I am the Law (Defender) - 20% damage resistance, debuffs have a 20% chance to not activate on you.

There were ten seconds left on the clock, and I stepped toward the exit door of the prep room. Maybe I should have felt nervous, or I should have felt the adrenaline coursing through my veins like a molten fire, but I only felt the same sensation that had plagued my mind for the last year: Boredom.

Jin couldn’t see my skill selection, but the world would once the timer reached zero, and the doors opened to the arena. Dini would then tell me what class and skill selection Jin had picked, and he would coach me through the battle. Well, in actuality Dini was the only one on my crew with the microphone that would communicate into my ear piece. Jax, Garf, and Bantog would scream at my cornerman, and he’d process their recommendations, the battle, my movements, and then distil his strategy into what he said into the earpiece. A lot of fighters would use multiple feeds of audio from their coaches, but I always found it too distracting to have a bunch of people screaming in my ear, and Dini was the corner guy who Jax, Garf, and I used when we did our World Championship Team Battle events.

We’d already beaten Germany for that title a few weeks ago.

“Champ! You got this! Feel good! Ahhhh! You will control the man, Champ! Control him!” Dini’s voice was half angry shout and half joyful laugh. I didn’t know quite how he did it, but I was convinced that he was the secret weapon to my victory. Perhaps he wasn’t so secret; the man was courted daily by other teams and organizations for his corner work, and I knew that plenty of offers exceeded what I paid him, but we were friends, and I did pay the man millions of dollars every year.

The doors opened, and I heard the screams of the crowd through my earpieces again. The Astafar Unlimited designers had created a new arena for this match, and I didn’t know quite what to expect when the duel began, but I was still a little surprised by what I saw when the virtual door opened.

A bridge of white marble stretched for sixty feet over blue sky and fluffy white clouds until it met with a high column of stone that extended like a vertical wall. A white marble staircase hugged the alabaster polished rock there, and I sprinted across the bridge toward the steps while I dropped my hands to my waist to weapon switch to the dagger and iron shield.

“He’s running DaggerDancer, Champ! Mobility build! He guessed you were going to be running your usual! Oh, Champ! You gotta hear this crowd! They don’t know what you are doing!” Dini was giggling in my ear piece, and I only grunted when my feet hit the stairs.

The older VR games had set a limiter on how fast your avatar moved through the game world, but Astafar Unlimited had changed the industry when they decided to enable players to move as fast as they could spin the traction pads of the omnidirectional station. The idea caught on like wildfire, and soon the entire world was playing the game. In many ways, the technology was a blessing. Every gamer was in good shape from walking, running, crouching, jumping, and fighting through the virtual world.

The stairs spun around the massive, towering sky column for hundreds of yards, and there was no guardrail on the right side, just a long, long, long drop to the ground of the virtual world. I could make out the shape of Astafar Unlimited’s main continent ‘Corbya’ below me, and I could see the ‘Valon’ string of Islands off of the coast.

I had reached the top of the stairs before Jin did, and I was a quarter of the way across the arena before I saw his Yamman lizardman avatar poke a scaly head above the edge of the arena. He carried two short swords in taloned hands, and I tried not to smile when Dini yelled his encouragement in my ear.

“He is nothing before you, young man. You are the Champ! The Champ! He’s not going to know what hit him!”

Jin’s arm flashed, and a red colored dagger spun across the arena toward me. It was his class’ Red Bullet skill, and I triggered Shield of Justice a fraction of a second before the spinning dagger hit me. The weapon bounced off my shield like a ping pong ball, and then sped back toward Jin. I always turned off the damage numbers on my user interface display, but I kept the health bars active, and I saw about an eighth of his health drop. It was a surprisingly rookie move for Jin to make, and the attack was going to leave him stunned and bleeding for a few seconds.

I smashed into him like a virtual freight train.

Except that my build didn’t have any real heavy hitting skills. My dagger struck him a split second after I triggered Unleash the Red and I saw the bleeds stick to him. Then I used Passive Aggressive, and another stack of bleeds was added. I triggered Trip as Jin’s first attack hit me, and I decided not to bother trying to block his strike with my shield. He used Blind Blade, and the entire world went an opaque gray as the effects of the blindness came to my headset. I could tell that his attack triggered after my snare slowed him, and I knew where he stood, even though I was blinded. I used Lawful Seizure and then swung my dagger to where I knew Jin was still snared. I didn’t feel the weapon hit, of course, but there was a slashing sound in my audio, and my blind was transferred to my opponent while I gained his enchantments.

The DaggerDancer class didn’t have many self-enchanting skills, sometimes known as ‘buffs,' but one of the most powerful was an activated skill named Rage of the Shadows. It gave an increased attack speed and increased the chance of a critical strike. The buff was actually able to self-renew itself with every critical hit, and DaggerDancers could continue to eventually stack up to ten copies of the buff on themselves for a crazy high damage output. I wouldn’t be able to use the skill to add more stacks of the buff, but if I got lucky with my critical hits, it would be possible to hold onto the buff for the length of our fight.

I stepped to the side, and Jin’s twin swords snaked out to where I had stood only a moment before. His avatar had black smoke over his eyes, and I burned through all of the rest of my skills that weren’t on cool down to stack up a bunch of bleeds on him. Then I dropped my hands to my waist to switch to my maul before I used You are Guilty! I got a bit lucky with my resets, and all of my grayed out skills popped back into color to let me know I could use them again.

“Yeahhhhhh Champ! You strike! You dodge! Pivot! Destroy!” Dini’s voice was shouting in my ear, and I stepped behind Jin to attack a few more times with my maul.

Jin’s health bar was at the halfway point now, and every tick of the clock saw the bleeds rip another 5 % of his red life bar away.  I’d taken a bit of damage from his first hit, but Lawful Evil had given me it all back with its vampiric properties.

Jin’s stuns cleared, and he used Dark Step to teleport thirty feet away from me. I knew that he had the skill on his bar since it was standard on these builds, and I switched back to shield and dagger before I executed Justice is Calling! My battle cry pulled him back to me and added a bunch more bleeds to his hefty stack.

The Korean challenger was in trouble. Most of the standard DaggerDancer builds relied on heavy upfront damage combined with evasive skills. There were a few healing type skills that a player could equip for the class, but they diluted the damage per second and quick strike abilities of the class. Jin had counted on me playing one of my usual classes, and he had thought that he could beat me in a game of quickness.

His only hope was to attempt and burst me down with a quick series of strikes, but I switched back to my maul with a hand drop, triggered Passive Aggressive again, and made a massive overhead swing. Jin sidestepped the attack easily, but I had expected him to try and avoid the attack. I brought the back handle of the weapon around to tap him quickly on the shoulder, and it activated the triggered debuff.

Even with the 10% attack speed debuff, the lizard avatar went crazy with dual short sword attacks. The maul was a terrible weapon to parry with, and though it didn’t weigh anything in my virtual hands, the game mechanics made it so that you could only use your chosen weapon as quickly as the rules allowed. If we were using real life fencing foils I could have blocked every one of the Korean man’s strikes, but moving my hand that fast with a maul would do nothing.

It didn’t matter that I couldn’t parry.

I am the Law gave me a 20% damage resistance, and Jin was debuffed with a 40% damage reduction along with a 10% slower attack speed. I also continued to heal from the many stacks of bleeds on him, and his life ran out a few moments later.

I was at 95% health.

“Leo The Lion wins round one!” the announcer shouted over my ear piece, and I heard the crowd echo through his microphone.

My vision blurred to a rainbow swirl of pastel colors, and when they became organized, I was standing back in the prep room in front of the skill shelves.

The timer appeared again, but it counted down from sixty seconds instead of thirty.

“Champ, you are fighting strong!” Dini yelled.

“What should I switch out?” I asked.

The second round was always interesting. Jin had no way of knowing what I would pick for my class and skills, so he had made an educated guess based on my previous matches. Now that I had mixed things up, and picked a class that no one had thought was suitable for dueling, he had to come up with an entirely new game plan. He was going to have to either change his build to attempt to kill me even quicker while mitigating my offense, or he was going to have to change his skills so that he could survive longer. On the flip side, he knew that I knew of his choices. I could also change my skill set build during this round break. Then all the choices that he would make would have been for naught. Winning the first round really put me at an advantage, since Jin had to react to my victory by trying to guess if I would change my winning build or not.

“Switch out Lawful Seizure for Eye for an Eye, Champ!”

“Yeah, that was what I was thinking.” Eye for an Eye was a Defender Battle cry skill that returned 60% of the damage that I took to the attacker for five seconds. It was slightly different than Shield of Justice because I still took damage with Eye for an Eye, and it wasn’t a 100% return, but now that I knew Jin was playing a DaggerDancer, Lawful Seizure wasn’t that useful.

“Replace Flick with Severe Sentence, Champ. It is too redundant with Justice is Calling!”

“Got it,” I said as I took out the ranged throw and switched it with the melee attack.

Severe Sentence was a Defender attack that always did critical double damage. If I used a dagger, it added a bunch of bleeds and snared the opponent, if I used my maul it knocked back the enemy. It was probably the only useful skill on the Defender class for direct damage in duels, but I hadn’t wanted to include it because I was worried that Jin would play an Arcane or Summoner class. If he had picked one of those, then I wouldn’t be able to get near him without the aid of the Flick skill.

“Go to your quiet spot, Champ. I’ve got the words for you. Can you feel the power in your body? Can you understand that the universe is not just around you, but inside of you? It is, Champ. The universe wants you to win. No one can beat you, Champ. You’ve got the mind. You’ve got the body. There is nothing in your way. Do you see yourself winning?”

“I do,” I said to Dini.

“Say it louder, Champ! This place is roaring with your fans. They all want you to win. Can you hear their love, Champ?”

“I do,” I shouted a little louder into the microphone that was positioned on my VR helmet.

The doors opened to the bridge, and I sprinted toward the steep staircase that wrapped around the wide pillar of stone. I ran up the stairs quicker than my first time, and my legs gave me a pleasant sensation of exertion as I reached the top. Jin hadn’t emerged from his side of the stairs again, and I continued my sprint toward his side of the arena.

“He’s hiding on the stairs Champ. Be careful!” Dini warned as I got half way across the hundred foot arena.

I saw Jin’s lizard avatar poke his head above the stairs, and then he hid again. I guessed his strategy was to get me to come down the stairs, where he could use his daggers or short swords to rip me to pieces. The strategy was probably a bit better than his alternatives since Justice is Calling! wouldn’t be able to pull him out from behind cover.

There was no timer on these matches, but I didn’t want to wait for too long. The developers often warned that they had ‘mutations’ that would affect the world after the two-minute mark at random. It could be anything from a shrinking arena to the wind that would push us off the top. They could even change around combat rules so that damage was doubled, or skills recharged twice as fast. Anything that messed with the dynamics of the game skills would probably aid Jin more than me since his DaggerDancer class was heavily leveraged on being able to quickly roll through all of his skills for big bursts of damage.

I held my shield and advanced to the edge of the arena so that I could try and look down the stairs. My opponent was ten feet below me, but he jumped up so that he could see the edge of the top flat part of the arena.

Then he turned into a puff of smoke.

“Watch out Champ!” Dini shouted, but I’d already guessed what was about to happen, and I sidestepped without even looking behind me.

I was just a touch faster than Jin, and he missed his attack on my back. I guessed that he meant to use the single knockdown attack that was available to the DaggerDancer class. It was called O Goshi and would have launched me off of the edge of the arena. Shield of Justice wouldn’t have helped me since it only reflected damage, and neither would have Eye for an Eye.

I reached down to my waist and switched to the maul. Then I spun on my heel and triggered Severe Sentence as I swung the two handed weapon. Jin’s O Goshi attack had caused him to step to the edge of the arena, and my dodge had been perfectly timed. My own blow smashed right into Jin’s scaled back, and his avatar launched into the air as if he was being pulled on a zip line. He tried to twist in mid-flight, but it was too late, and he fell off of the arena.

I stepped to the edge and watched his form break through the clouds below. A few seconds later it faded from the view. I wondered for a second if they would actually log him out of the game, move him back to the prep room, or just let him fall for the half a minute it would take to smash into the distant game world ground beneath us.

“Champ! Champ! You did it!” Dini’s scream of joy brought me back to the arena, and I heard the cries of the crowd penetrate the ear pieces I wore.

I raised my maul into the air and smiled.

“For the tenth year in a row! Leo the Lion has held onto his title!” the announcer screamed.

I felt hands tear at my suit sensors and someone pulled off my visor. Jax, Garf, and Calic helped get me out of my omni station, and the announcer ran over to raise my arm up to the gathered crowd.

“Leeee Ohhhh!”

“Leeee Ohhhh!”

My friends were hugging me now, and I gestured to them with a bow. The crowd knew who Jax and Garf were and I heard their names being screamed out along with mine.

“Leeee Ohhhh!”

I looked across the battle ring and saw Jin step out of the omni station. Tears streamed down his cheeks, and he buried his face into the shoulder of one of his trainers. I could understand the young man’s agony. His entire country was watching him, and he had failed.

“Leeee Ohhhh!”

Garf took my other hand and raised it in the air, and Jax grabbed my other from the announcer. The crowd went beyond insane, and it looked as if a mass of fans were pushing aggressively against the two deep wall of armored security.

Now there would be interviews, and more interviews, and after parties, and then more after parties. I probably wouldn’t get to sleep for two days, but maybe that was okay. We had all planned on taking a few weeks off, and our manager had booked us a resort stay on some private island somewhere in the Caribbean.

I tried to force a smile to my face, but I failed. I knew the truth about my career, and it saddened me somewhat. What would I do with the rest of my life? Where would I go? Could I find another purpose?

Jin had been the best in the world, but the battle had been too easy.

Could I find a new challenge?
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